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ABSTRACT
FAMILY LITERACY IN A CHINESE COMMUNITY
IN THE UNITED STATES
AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY
MAY 1998
MIN-HUA CHEN, B. A., BEIJING CAPITAL NORMAL UNIVERSITY
M. Ed., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Ed. D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Dr. Judith Solsken

This study was conducted in a Chinese community located in an academic
community in the United States. Ethnographic data were collected from the
Chinese community in general and subsequently a close study of ten families who
had school aged children was conducted. As international graduate students or
visiting scholars, the parents in the families had affiliations with institutions of
higher education and lived in the United States temporarily. The purpose of this
study was to document, analyze, and find the meanings of the Chinese families’
home literacy practices, as well as their strengths and difficulties. Theories of
literacy as social and cultural practices led to the study’s focus on the social and
cultural backgrounds of the parents and their use of home literacy as cultural
practices for achieving social goals.
This study addressed the following research questions: (1) What are the
home literacy practices of a group of Chinese families living in a community in the
American society; (2) What are the Chinese parents' perspectives about literacy,
schooling, their roles in their children's literacy development, and how have these
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factors influenced the families’ home literacy practices; (3) How have families
experienced literacy learning in the American schools, and how have these
experiences influenced the families’ home literacy practices.
This study was ethnographic in methodology. Data were obtained through
interviews and participant observation. Analysis of the data showed that the
parents, who grew up in Chinese society, formed their views of literacy in that
particular sociocultural environment. Those views guided them in home literacy
practices. These practices served as a process of cultural transmission. Through
home literacy practices, the parents helped their children construct and maintain
identity with Chinese culture, traditional social relations, and the values of literacy
learning.
Home literacy practices also helped the families make adaptations when
they came to the United States. When the families came to this country, the host
culture posed as challenges to the families’ lives. The children’s schools served
especially as the representative of the new culture to the families. The school
culture made a strong impact on the families’ home literacy practices. Soon the
parents found that what counted as literacy in this new sociocultural environment
was different from their previous experiences. They used home literacy practices
to help cope with the difficulties they faced. These practices enabled them and
their children to negotiate between the Chinese and the American cultures, to help
the children function in American schools, and to prepare them return to home
country.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Traditionally, literacy is regarded as individual cognitive knowledge about
written language and a set of processes for using that knowledge which together
constitute the ability to read and write. Its aim is communication over time and
space (Goodman, Smith, Meredith, and Goodman, 1987). This psychological view
of literacy has shifted to a sociocultural view in recent years. Robinson (1989)
pointed out that:
Reading and writing are not unitary skills nor are they reducible to sets of
component skills falling neatly under discrete categories (linguistic,
cognitive), rather, they are complex human activities taking place in
complex human relationships. (1989, p. 329)

The traditional view of literacy as a specific set of coding and decoding
skills acquired through practice is shifting toward a set of practices that are shaped
and given meaning through the social context in which they take place (Bloome,
1993; Robinson, 1989). A growing concern stemming from this view is the
family's contributions to its members' literacy development. Research on this issue
increases understanding of how families create and affect the conditions for
children's literacy development (Gadsden, 1992).
We need to know how the family creates a social context for literacy
acquisition, and how family supports its members’ literacy acquisition as a social
and cultural practice. What roles do individual family members play in literacy
acquisition and what are the rules and expectations in the family that support

family members' literacy acquisition? How do the supporting systems in families
differ across different social and cultural groups? What are the strengths,
weaknesses, and needs of families in different social and cultural groups? One
aim of studying these issues in family literacy is to develop strategies to help
children develop literacy skills. These strategies can assist families as well as
educators in schools and other educational institutions.
An ethnographic approach has been used in this study to explore how
family literacy was conducted in a Chinese community in the United States. What
were the families' concerns related to their children's literacy acquisition in a
foreign language? What did families do to help or hinder their children's literacy
acquisition at home? The purpose of this study is to present the families' literacy
activities at home and to generate insights into the nature and meaning of family
literacy practices under a specific human condition.

A. Focus of the study
From the early 1980s, an increasing number of Chinese graduate students
and visiting scholars have come to the United States. The open-door policy since
the late nineteen seventies and early eighties resulted in an increased number of
students and scholars coming from Mainland China to the U. S. There is also a
long tradition of graduates from colleges in Taiwan coming to the United States to
do their graduate studies. These two groups of families comprise the population in
this study.
Chinese graduate students and visiting scholars come to the United States
for educational opportunities and research partnerships. They are scattered in
many educational and research institutions throughout the United States. Many of
them eventually return to their own country. The foci of this study are the

2

educational concerns of parents of school-aged children in this situation and their
solutions to the problems they face.
The study was conducted in a Chinese community in a college town in New
England. Through participant observation and ethnographic interviews (Spradley,
1980), I found in a pilot study that the families’ everyday lives were very rich with
activities mediated by literacy. Literacy skills were integrated in school-related
and non-school related activities. Families incorporated school-style learning
activities in the homes to support children's literacy acquisition and school
achievement. Some of these activities focused on English, while others focused on
Chinese. Children were very busy after school or on school vacations developing
literacy skills.
Based on these preliminary findings, this study focuses on the purpose,
contents and methods of the home literacy activities of Chinese families living in
the U. S. for an extended period of time. Also, this study is aimed at identifying
the strengths and weaknesses of the families and their needs. Through participant
observation (Spradley, 1980) and ethnographic interviews (Spradley, 1980) with
the families, data was gathered and analyzed to identify answers to the questions
raised above.

B. General research questions
The following questions have guided this study:
1. What are the home literacy practices of a group of Chinese families living in an
academic community in the U. S.?
2. What are the Chinese parents' perspectives about literacy, schooling, and the
role of parents in their children's literacy development? How have these factors
influenced the families’ home literacy practices?
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3. How have families experienced literacy learning in the American culture, and
how have these experiences influenced the families’ home literacy practices?

C. The significance of the study
This study contributes to the body of empirical research on family literacy
practices. There are only a few studies that have focused on literacy learning
practices of families who will return to their native countries. This study
contributes to this category of research on family literacy. It may be considered
along with other studies of Chinese, Chinese-Americans and Asian-Americans in
order to gain more knowledge of home literacy practices and how they are affected
by the families' visions of their future.
The results of this study may provide insight about families’ needs to
educators in schools and other educational agencies in the United States. It may
also be helpful to the educational agencies in the homeland on how to help
children who return home from a foreign country. This information may be useful
to students and visiting scholars from other countries who may want to arrange
home literacy training for their children. This study may be useful to parents at
large and to other families living in similar situations. They may be aware of the
experiences of other families’ literacy practices, such as meaningful goals and
useful practices, methods of conducting home learning, materials used in learning,
and methods of obtaining these goals in a different sociocultural context. This
study can also provide useful information to visiting families in terms of how to
incorporate different methods of learning from the host culture to make home
learning more effective.
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D. Definition of key terms
The definition of the key terms is aimed at providing theoretical premises as
well as specific meanings of terms used in this study.

Bedtime book reading
This is a white middle-class family tradition. When the children are sent to
bed, parents read storybooks to them in the bed. Then, in many families, the
parent will initiate discussions with the child to help him/her get meaning out of
the story. In this process, parents socialize their children into learning to read. It
becomes a family tradition. Since the school’s literacy practices are based on the
literacy practices of the middle-class, bedtime-book reading is widely viewed as
helping children in school literacy achievement (Heath, 1986). For the linguistic
minority family, bedtime book reading can become a practice for helping children
to make accommodations to the school literacy.

Bilingualism
Bilingualism refers to the learning and use of two languages, with equal or
nearly equal facility. Since language is culturally bound, the individual who is
capable of speaking two languages usually is also bi-cultural, especially if both of
the language communities are available in the society in which the individual lives.

Chinese family
A traditional Chinese family is a multigenerational unit, in which
grandparents, parents and children, uncles, aunts and their children, and sometimes
great-grandparents, all live together. In modern times, more people work in
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different places outside the family, and the small nuclear family has become the
predominant family unit form. But the ties among the extended family remain very
strong, and family members are expected to help each other in difficult times.

Chinese language
The oral Chinese language the families used in this study is Mandarin
Chinese. It is the standard oral language in both Mainland China and Taiwan, and
is used at school for instruction. There are many different dialects used in
different regions of Chinese society, but all of them share the same written
language system. The written Chinese language is a logographic system. Each
square-shaped character has one monosyllabic sound. A word is composed of one
or more characters representing a single grammatical unit.

Community
A group of people living together as a smaller social unit within a larger
society, who are closely associated because of common interests and traditions.

English as a second language (ESL)
When one whose native language is not English learns the language in an
English speaking society, English then becomes the second language of the
individual besides his/her native language.

Ethnography
Ethnography is a research method of anthropology that deals descriptively
with specific social groups to determine the nature and meaning of their culture.
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Family literacy
Family literacy in this study refers to literacy activities that take place
within the home and are aimed at enhancing family members’, especially
children’s, literacy development.

Literacy learning
Literacy learning in this study refers to the practice of acquiring reading and
writing abilities as well as specific ways of using these abilities determined by the
cultural traditions of the institution in which the learning takes place.

Participant observation
This is an important research method in ethnography. To be able to
discover the cultural rules for behavior, ethnographers need to observe a large
sample of similar activities repeated over and over again. Participant observation
allows the ethnographers to experience activities directly to better understand the
meaning and value of the event, and to record their own perceptions.

Professional
Professional means a person who has an occupation requiring advanced
education and training involving intellectual skills.

7

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
The literature reviewed here addresses several topics relevant to this study:
(1) basic concepts of language acquisition and theories of literacy learning from a
sociocultural perspective; (2) the research findings on family literacy; (3)
background knowledge to aid in understanding the Chinese cultural context as it
relates to family literacy. The purpose of this review is to provide a theoretical
background for this study; to determine the key issues, problems, and needs of the
study; and to inform the design and the implementation of this study.

A. Sociocultural perspectives on first and
second language acquisition and literacy learning
A review of the key assumptions in sociocultural perspectives on language
acquisition and literacy learning is necessary to develop the theoretical framework
for this study. Understanding children's language development is essential for
examining their literacy learning since language is the foundation of literacy
learning (Halliday, 1993). Language and literacy acquisition are forms of
socialization in which one is socialized into a certain way of life with a particular
world view, reflected in oral as well as written language (Gee, 1990). The children
in this study have not only learned their native language but also English as their
second language. Sociocultural theories of first and second language acquisition
and literacy learning are reviewed in this section.
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1. First language acquisition
Shortly after birth, children acquire their native language by being a
member of a language community, in which they interact with people around them
in daily life (Bruner, 1983; Halliday, 1978). It is assumed that the main reason for
children to acquire the language is to communicate their needs and desires; and
language is an important method to send messages. Therefore, communication is
the primary function of language (Gee, 1990; Muma, 1978). The preschool years
have been viewed as the critical period of language acquisition (Cole and Cole,
1989; McNeil, 1970; Owens, 1988). During this language acquisition process
children are active participants in language use through the help of adults (McLean
and Snyder-McLean, 1978).
When children are learning language through social interaction with people
close to them who are mature language users, they not only acquire the language
but also the culture (Bruner, 1988; Gee, 1990; Halliday, 1978). They become
members of the social group in which “language is both the instrument and
creator” of culture (Bruner, 1983, p.120). Each culture has its own conventional
way of getting things done with words. When children learn to use the language,
they learn to use it in certain ways. “Language acquisition appears to be a
by-product (and a vehicle) of cultural transmission.” (Bruner, 1983, p. 103)
Halliday (1978) proposed that language is the main channel through which the
patterns of living are transmitted to children. Through language, a child learns to
act as a member of a society and various social groups: the family, the
neighborhood, school, etc. Through language, children acquire cultural identity,
which means certain ways of using the language, of thinking, feeling, believing,
valuing, and acting (Gee, 1990). He also proposed that when someone is using a
particular kind of language, he/she is not only sending a message, but also
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fulfilling certain social roles. These social roles are situated in networks of
solidarity and status defined both in terms of the local groups to which the
language user belongs, and the wider society.
According to the theories discussed above, language acquisition is a process
of learning how to communicate with words, and a process of attaining one's initial
cultural identity.

2. Second language acquisition
Second language acquisition is more complex than first language
acquisition. It involves not only the acquisition of a second language besides one’s
native language, but also a second cultural identity. These are the concerns of
theories of second language learning.

a. Second language acquisition and cultural identity
According to Ellis (1989), to acquire a second language means learning an
additional language after the mother tongue is learned, while living in the
community of the target (new)language. It is a process for acquiring a new
identity which may conflict with one's initial cultural identity. Gee (1990)
proposed that second language learners can choose their roles in the target
language community. One choice is to acquire the language for only limited tasks
in a foreign setting, while accepting one's status as an outsider. Another choice for
learners is to acquire enough of the second language to be able to use it fluently, in
order to be accepted as a member of the second language group and to
communicate well enough to get one’s needs met. In the latter case, second
language learning is a means of socialization into the mainstream society.
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To acquire a new cultural identity means to become adapted to a new
culture (Brown, 1980a). Gee (1990) proposed a theory that when learning a second
language, one must not only learn the language, but also a set of "discourse
practices" which contain values and attitudes. The values and attitudes the speaker
must incorporate when speaking the second language can, at various points,
conflict with his/her initial cultural attitudes and values.
Trueba suggested (1987) that when children have to leave behind their
country of origin, culture, and language for a new setting in which they stand out
as “incompetent” strangers, what they will experience is not simply a language
change, but a change in all aspects of their personal life including their perspective
on themselves and their families. They have to deal with an entirely different
conception of the world, as well as different standards of behavior and emotional
expression. This process of socialization into mainstream society involves not
only the children, but the whole family as well. This process can be very lengthy
and painful, but necessary for survival in the learner's immediate social
environment. Richard Rodriguez, in Hunger of Memory (1981), and Betty Bao
Lord, in In the Year of the Boar and Jackie Robinson (1984), vividly described
their painful childhood memories of learning English as a second language.

b. Social context and second language learning
The social context is considered an important motivational factor in second
language learning. Clement proposed a theory (1980) which states that learners'
motivation for learning a second language is closely related to the social context in
which they learn it. The theory assumes two types of social context: unicultural
and multicultural. The first means there is one dominant culture in the society, and
the second means multiple cultures co-exist. In a unicultural context, Clement

pointed out that there are two opposing forces that influence motivation:
integrativeness and a fear of assimilation. Integrativeness means the willingness to
integrate the host culture into home culture, which provides a high level of
motivation and a desire to become valued members of an attractive community,
while fear of assimilation provides a relatively low level of motivation. In the case
of the former, the language learners tend to learn the second language while losing
some of their first language, when the first language has a lower status in the
society than the second language (Cummins and Swan, 1986). By losing their
mother tongue, they are also losing their cultural identity (Lambert, 1970).
In a multicultural context, research findings suggest that the anxiety
experienced by students when using a second language is usually lower than the
anxiety experienced in a unicultural context (Gardner, 1979). The lower level of
anxiety is helpful in building the learners' self-confidence when using the second
language for communication. The ability to communicate indicates the learner's
achievement of that language, which will become a motivational factor in
developing a second language. The feeling of self-confidence is also a result of
frequent and pleasant contacts with members of the target language (Clement,
1979). However, sufficient contacts with the target language group are also
necessary for more second language input (Krashen, 1987), which, in turn, leads to
more effective learning of a second language.

c. Pedagogical approaches in second language learning
Pedagogical approaches to second language learning are based on research
theories. The issues which need to be addressed are the type of language a second
language learner needs to develop in order to participate in school learning; the
personality of second language learners; the importance of first language
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development in second language acquisition; and the problems with school
measures of minority children's English language proficiency.
Research findings suggest that the English language skills young minority
students need, in order to participate effectively in school, are considerably more
complex than ordinarily assumed. They need to develop interpersonal
communication skills in order to participate fully in school learning, and
cognitively based academic language in English (Filmore-Wong, 1982). While the
former takes about two years to develop, the latter takes five to seven years, on the
average, to achieve. The development of academic skills in the second language
depends largely on the ability to communicate in the second language. Therefore,
the interactions between the language learners and their peers and teachers are
critical for the development of language as well as academic skills (Cummins,
1986, 1994).
Research findings also suggest that the cognitive aspects of literacy
development for second language learning children may be similar to those of
English-speaking children in their first language (Urzua, 1987), but the
interactional patterns and learning styles used by the children learning a second
language are usually culturally shaped (Willett, 1987). Cummins (1984, 1986,
1994) proposed his linguistic independence theory. He suggested that when
learning more than one language at the same time, all of the languages have to
develop on the same cognitive and linguistic base. A concept formed in one
language can be transferred into another. Home language skills are easiest for
children to develop. Use of their home language as a medium of instruction in
school will not only enable children to learn academic content, but also help them
to develop full proficiency in their first language, which is important for promoting
similar proficiency in literacy-related skills in their second language later on. The
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use of the home language at home and school is one of the first steps in creating a
positive environment in which learning can occur. It is helpful for developing
feelings of self-worth and self-confidence. According to this theory, the use of
linguistic minority children’s native language in the school is a good approach for
both of their English language learning and academic development.
Children may lose their first language skills as the second language begins
to dominate (Fillmore-Wong, 1991). At certain points in the development of their
second language, children do not perform as well as native speakers in either
language. For some children, there may be a period when the proficiency of the
first language declines resulting from the lack of use of the language, while the
second language is not yet developed. But eventually, through language use, they
will become either balanced bilinguals or one of the two languages will become
dominant (McLaughlin, Blanchard, and Osanai 1995).
Some research suggests that the use of different languages at home and
school is one explanation for lower-class and minority children's failure in school.
It is the result of mismatch or discontinuity of language use and literacy learning.
However, it is not the only explanation since this is a complex issue that requires
more research (Snow et al., 1986, 1991). Success and failure in literacy
acquisition are relative concepts which depend on whose standards are used for the
evaluation (Varrenne and McDermott, 1986). The school's evaluation is only
relevant to school-controlled tasks.
Most of the studies reviewed above are concerned with people who need to
settle down in this society permanently. They have to use the host language and
adapt to the host culture in order to fulfill their American dream. None of these
investigations fully address the issues faced by the families in this study, who don’t
plan to stay in the United States, although these studies do state many important
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issues the families experience in their daily life which may influence their
decisions about family literacy activities.

3. Literacy learning
From a sociocultural perspective, literacy is always developed within a
social and cultural context. Different societies and cultures define literacy
differently. Literacy relates to historical and social needs of the society. Literacy
learning, as one important aspect of an individual's learning in a literate society, is
rooted in social life, according to Vygotsky (Wertsch, 1991).

a. The meaning of literacy
Traditionally, literacy has been regarded as cognitive knowledge about
>s

written language and a set of processes for using that knowledge which together
constitute the ability to read and write. Its aim is communication over time and
space (Goodman, Smith, Meredith, and Goodman, 1987). In this view, reading
and writing are considered transactional processes (Rosenblatt, 1978), in which
individuals use active strategies for constructing meaning as they interact with
print to make sense of the text. In order to be able to construct meaning from the
text, one needs to be familiar with the subject matter and have general abilities in
reading, meaning the ability to orchestrate graphophonic, syntactic, semantic, and
pragmatic cues within a language context at both local and global levels (Rhodes
and Dudley-Marling, 1988). Everything a reader knows about the world is stored
in the brain in an organized way for easy retrieval. This is the base for the
construction of meaning from the written text through linguistic codes (Smith,
1985).
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Writing is considered a process through which meaning is created. The
process includes the formation and development of ideas, the transformation of the
ideas into written language, and revisions of the written text (Zamel, 1982). As
writers write and rewrite, they explore more closely the intended meaning of the
subject (Goodman et al., 1987).
In the psycholinguistic view of literacy discussed above, literacy is situated
in the individual, rather than in the society and cultural group of which that person
is a member (Gee, 1990). However, we need to look at literacy from its social and
cultural context, too. In the sociocultural perspective, literacy is seen as situated in
a social and cultural context (Bloome, 1993; Robinson and Stock, 1989). From
this point of view, the function of literacy is always considered in relation to
sociocultural groups, rather than individuals (Solsken, 1993). The assumption is
that different societies and cultures define literacy differently (Winterowd, 1989).
Historical and social needs determine what form literacy takes. For example, the
early written language found in China is the record of rituals and events of the
kings and the elite, carved in the bones of animals or inscribed in bronze vessels,
as early as the fourteenth century BC (Guo-en You, 1982; Thorp, 1989). The
underlying reason for setting down this information was to maintain the power of
the kings and existing social orders, and the bronzes in which it was inscribed were
the symbols of power. Another example is in the Western culture, the coming of
industrial society led to mass education through schooling. It was necessary for
young people to acquire literacy in order to become qualified workers in the
industrial society (Cook-Gumperz, 1986a).
Street (1984) proposes an “ideological” model of literacy. In his model,
reading and writing are specific social practices, with political and ideological
significance. Historically, literacy has been a tool in maintaining the hegemony of
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elite and dominant classes in certain societies (Goody, 1968). Today, literacy is
still a tool for shaping gender relationships and class structure (Williams, 1990).
Paolo Freire (1970,1985) proposes the theory of emancipatory literacy. He
believes that literacy could and should be used by ordinary people to empower
themselves and to make possible fundamental social transformations in which
powerless social groups can claim their place in the world (Scribner, 1986). For
the individual, literacy is a way to empower oneself and to create a new kind of life
(Rockhill, 1987).
Bloome and Willett (1992) pointed out that literacy is a social process:
... reading, and writing are themselves cultural and social processes.
Reading and writing structure relationships among people, promote social
and cultural identity, control people (including oneself), define events and
relationships among events, provide social status and access to other social
and cultural rewards that a society has to offer, (p. 40)

Weinstein-Shr (1982) suggests that, for immigrants and linguistic minorities in the
United States, literacy in English is a tool for negotiating with new institutions, for
mediating between cultural groups, and for obtaining higher social status in a
changing social order. Therefore, literacy is seen as a set of language practices
*

shaped by and given meaning through the social context in which they occur
(Weinstein-Shr, 1990). Through the use of written language, people will establish,
maintain, and change their social relations and cultural behaviors as well (Bloome,
1983).

b. Literacy learning takes place in social situations
According to sociocultural perspectives, literacy learning takes place in
social situations in which adults play important role in children’s literacy learning
in the family, the community and the school.
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The role of adults in children’s literacy learning Vygotsky believes an
individual's language learning is a higher-level mental function and is rooted in
social life (Wertsch, 1991). He claims that no action can be separated from the
milieu in which it is carried out. The analysis of the action needs to be linked with
specific cultural, historical or institutional factors. Vygotsky proposed his “Zone of
Proximal Development” (1978) to highlight his general claim about an individual's
social origins and higher mental functioning, which includes learning. The “Zone
of Proximal Development” is the space between a child's actual development and
his/her potential development. The assumption is that children can achieve their
potential developmental level by learning with adult guidance, or in collaboration
with more capable peers. When the child interacts with people in his/her
environment, the interactions stimulate the child's internal developmental process.
This results in “internalized social relations that have become functions for the
individual and form the individual's structure” (Vygotsky, 1981, p.164). Vygotsky
then pointed out:
Any function in the child's cultural development appears twice, or on two
planes. First it appears between people as an interpsychological category,
and then within the child as an intrapsychological category .... (the)
internalization transforms the process itself and changes its structure and
functions. Social relations or relations among people genetically underlie
all higher functions and their relations, (p. 163)

The interactions between parents and children are an essential factor as
children learn and practice literacy skills at home. The social situation is necessary
for the child to transform interpersonal processes into internalized knowledge.
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ii- The roles of the family, community and school in children’s literacy
learning. Bronfenbrenner (1986) suggests that individuals live simultaneously in
multiple environments. He describes these multiple environments as a series of
embedded circles which interact with each other and influence the individual. The
most significant environments for children are their homes, their community, and
their schools.
The assumption in sociocultural literacy learning theory is that learning
takes place in a variety of social situations, which can be put into three broad
categories: the home, the community, and the school. Within these settings, many
issues are involved, such as the learner’s relations with parents, siblings, and other
members of the community, and relations with peers and teachers at school. In
addition, issues of gender, the treatment of literacy learning as work or as play, the
continuity and change between conditions at home, community, and school, etc.,
are all related. The issues relevant to this section of the study are as follows: the
effects of children's relations with parents at home; how children's relations in
school with peers and teachers help in the learning process; why literacy learning
is treated as work or play; and the continuity and change between learning
conditions in the home, community, and school.

The family Snow et al. (1991) proposed five factors central to the
definition of the family as a literacy educator. They are: literacy environment in
the home, direct teaching, creating opportunities to learn, parental education, and
parental expectations. They noted that many researchers have found that high
levels of literacy in the home environment are related to children's higher levels of
school achievement. They also pointed out there is no single criterion which
adequately reflects the degree to which parents and children exploit, enjoy, rely
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upon, or expand their lives through literacy activities. Counting or estimating the
number of books in view at a home is only one method used to judge the home
literacy environment and cannot be considered the only relevant measurement.
Parents who value their children's school success may choose to teach their
children at home the skills they perceive as relevant to school achievement, as well
as the skills they believe the children are not learning adequately at school.
The content and style of teaching differ in middle-class and working-class
families. Heath (1986) reported that families in a white middle class community
used bedtime book reading to practice school-like interactions with children; it was
a means for children to comprehend the story in a field-independent manner, to
help the children to form universal knowledge. But in the working class white
families, bedtime book reading interactions between the parents and children were
context-dependent; therefore, the knowledge developed in the book reading event
was context dependent, too. Differences are also visible in cross-culture
comparisons: there is no bedtime reading in families in Chinese society. Children
are told never to read books when lying down, because book reading is considered
learning which should be treated seriously, and reading is regarded as bad for
one’s eyes when lying down.
According to Snow et al. (1991), beyond direct teaching, parents facilitate
their children's literacy learning indirectly, by providing access to other people and
activities such as music and swimming, thus enriching their children's lives and
giving them opportunities to participate in additional conversations with adults.
By taking control of children's leisure time and limiting the period children spend
watching television, parents can provide them with more time to participate in
extracurricular activities.
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Snow et al. (1991) also suggested that the parents' education, especially
mothers' education, is important in helping children, since educated parents will be
able to provide more materials and activities to promote literacy and also to model
literacy-related behaviors. Parents’ expectations of their children's educational
performance can be transmitted directly to the children through demands, support,
or encouragement. Snow and her colleagues pointed out that the greater the
parents' tolerance is for school failure, the lower the children's achievements will
be. When the family is acting as educators, the assumption is that usually it is the
parents who are initiating, and in control of, the learning process. The content and
the style of teaching are derived from the families' sociocultural background and
the parents' experience in education.
The above are important values, attitudes and characteristics of parents,
which influence the home literacy environment they create and the type of learning
opportunities they provide in literacy learning.

The community Families are the basic units of the community. Beyond
the families, the community is a place for cultural transmission in which literacy
learning is one important aspect. Different communities offer different
opportunities to children learning to read and write. These communities differ in
ethnicity, race, cultural, geographic and regional factors. Children learn different
things in different communities.
For example, Heath suggested (1983) that literacy activities take place in
different formats and contexts among different communities. In Trackton, a black
working-class community, she found that reading is a public and social event. It is
a group affair for almost all members of this community. The meanings of written
words are negotiated through the experiences of the individuals in the reading
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group. Then the written formation is reshaped and reworded into an oral mode by
adults and children who are active participants in the reading event. Children
negotiate the printed word through the physical world, e. g. MacDonald's golden
arches. They learn how to do this from other members of the community,
especially from older children.
In Roadville, a white working-class community, families conscientiously
collect reading materials and often talk about how they are going to learn how to
do things by reading, but few of them do. When they talk about the meaning of the
i

reading material, they speak in absolutes, a pattern derived from their church, that
is never extended far beyond the text and commonly agreed upon experiences.
The meaning negotiation process of the written text is very limited, compared with
what Trackton people did. Roadville Children learn to follow the same reading
pattern by interacting with adults during reading events.

The school and school pedagogy The school plays an important role in
transmitting cultural values and meanings (Spindler, 1963). It is a powerful force
in the selective distribution of social opportunities (Cook-Gumperz, 1986 b).
These social and political missions determine the school’s educational policies and
working systems. Classrooms and teachers are part of the school. Their roles are
to help the school achieve its mission. When children attend schools they become
socialized and enculturated into the school culture (Bloome, 1988; Brown et al.,
1989; Cole and Cole, 1989). Usually, the students' home-community experience
has prepared them for some aspects of schooling, such as the language used at
school. Language is an integral factor in school life, since the essential medium of
the school learning process is verbal exchange.
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In school, the classroom environment is created and shaped by the teacher's
pedagogical beliefs and assumptions, which are derived from his/her knowledge of
child development and learning theory. These beliefs and assumptions will govern
the teacher's organization of the physical and social environment, and his/her
instructional practices, as well (Solsken, 1993).
Bernstein (1975) discussed two kinds of pedagogies used in the preschool
and primary grades. One is a visible pedagogy and the other an invisible one. The
visible pedagogy is the traditional one, and invisible pedagogy is derived from the
"new middle class"- the middle class of the twentieth century in western
countries. Solsken (1993) discussed Bernstein’s invisible pedagogy as flexible in
control of the classroom, learning process and evaluation:
... learners appear to have considerable control over their activities, where
the sequence and pace of learning are flexible, and where the criteria for
evaluating achievement are multiple and diffuse.(p. 60)
According to Bernstein (1975), the invisible pedagogy is opposite to the visible
pedagogy and originates from a subgroup of the middle class, the professionals.
This middle-class subgroup is engaged in professions that focus on cultural
reproduction, such as medicine, social services, education, mass media, the legal
system, etc., rather than on the material production of goods and services. Such
professional positions typically require self-regulating individuals who internalize
and act on the goals and values of the organization or profession in which they
work. Their professions depend upon interpersonal communication skills rather
than overt authority to accomplish their work. In their lives work and play are not
sharply distinguished because work is seen as offering intrinsic satisfactions, as
well as social prestige. Thus the central concept in invisible pedagogy is identified
by Bernstein as play activities. These play activities may be seen as preparing
children to do professional work in their future.
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According to Bernstein, in the invisible pedagogy, the teacher's controls
over the child is implicit, rather than explicit. Within the teacher's arranged
context, the child has control over what he/she selects and how he/she is
conducting the activity, and regulates his/her own social relationships. Therefore,
there is a reduced emphasis on the transmission and acquisition of specific skills,
and the progress of the child cannot be easily measured. As the relation between
education and occupation draws closer, visible pedagogy emerges gradually in
secondary school.
'I

When invisible pedagogy is used in the school, families not in the
professional middle class may find this form of teaching counter to their perceived
interests. From the point of view of working-class parents, visible pedagogy at the
primary level is understood to be the transmitting of reading, writing, and
counting, in an ordered, explicit sequence.
According to Bernstein, the main characteristics of visible pedagogy are:
the teachers are seen as strong adult authority figures; the instruction is overt; and
the skills the children learn are explicitly defined, such as the skills of spelling in
learning to write. The learner's progress can be measured easily through grades,
compared with a learner's progress under invisible pedagogy, because the criteria
for evaluation are more specific and linear. Solsken (1993) pointed out that such
characteristics of visible pedagogy are consistent with work as it is experienced by
the working-class, in which activity is initiated and controlled by authority figures
and rewarded by specific criteria. Therefore, working-class parents' expectations
of education are consistent with their own experiences.
Bernstein believed that the ideologies of education are the ideologies of the
class of parents in the school community. In a society in which the middle class is
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predominant, their ideologies predominate in the school, and the school is the
important institution for transmitting social values and concepts.

4. Summary
In this section, through the review of educational theories, a sociocultural
theoretical framework has been developed, and is used to guide this study. In a
literate society, achieving literacy is not merely mastering a set of practices which
require cognitive ability and psycholinguistic knowledge, it is also gaining social
and cultural acceptance. Attaining literacy socially empowers the individual.
From a sociocultural perspective, literacy learning takes place during social
interactions, and format and content vary, depending on the social situation and
social contexts. Adults play a very important role in children’s literacy learning.
Family, community, and school are the social institutions in which the transmission
of cultural values takes place. The process of native language acquisition involves
developing one's initial cultural identity. The process of learning a second
language in its community is also a process of constructing a cultural identity,
which may conflict with one's original one. When families must leave their
country of origin, in order to survive, they must adapt to a new culture and literacy
skills. This can be a lengthy and painful process for many.
Teaching methods derived from particular philosophies of education can
differ among different societies, cultures, and classes. A family with philosophical
educational perspectives which differ from those of the child's school may practice
literacy education at home with their children in a distinct and separate way in an
attempt to supplement the school's literacy instruction.
Using this theoretical frame, the study will examine literacy learning
practices in the families in this study to determine how the family contributes to
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the children’s literacy development in general, and in a cross-cultural setting in
particular. I will consider how the family works as a separate social institution in
transmitting their culture through literacy teaching, how this process is both
enriched and hindered by a foreign culture in a foreign setting when the family's
aims are both to survive in the immediate environment and later return to the
native land. The study also will examine whether the perspectives and approach to
literacy learning are changing in the families during this process.
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B. Research findings on family literacy
In recent years, research on the role families play in literacy has
concentrated on identifying the contributions of families to children's literacy
development, along with the needs and difficulties facing these families. Research
on family literacy suggests that through the use of written language, families
establish, maintain, or change their social relations and cultural behavior, either
consciously or subconsciously.
In general, research on family literacy represents two perspectives. One
considers family literacy from a school-centered perspective, and the other looks at
family literacy from a community-centered point of view. The former seeks to
identify family practices that contribute to children's success in literacy tasks
valued by the school (Solsken, 1993). “School literacy” is a form of social control
by the ruling class of the society (Street, 1984). The community-centered
perspective identifies literacy in a much broader way and takes the position that
literacy practices are culturally embedded and socially constructed (Bloome and
Willett, 1992).
Street and Street (1991) have suggested that there are two kinds of home
literacy practice. One is associated with schooling and pedagogy (which means
school-style instruction), and the other is independent of school learning. In the
former, parents and children adopt the roles of teachers and learners. The reason is
not simply because the school imposes its version of literacy learning on the
outside world, but it has to do with the way that the school's version of literacy is
constructed, assimilated, and internalized in many different social contexts. The
school version of literacy is constructed by the ruling class. The social and
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political force of the ruling class assimilates and internalizes its version of
education into many different contexts, including family literacy.
Apart from this dominant type of school-centered literacy learning,
communities use rich varieties of educational practices to pass along the social and
cultural traditions of a particular sociocultural group from generation to
generation. For example, the black working-class community in Heath’s study
(1983) practiced a long tradition of letting community members negotiate the
meaning of texts orally. In Maxine Hong Kingston (1975) and Amy Tan’s (1989)
stories, story telling was used by their mothers to pass on the family traditions and
to educate their daughters.

1. The role of the home in promoting school-centered literacy
In a society that relies on formal education to prepare children for social
advancement, many parents aid their children by preparing them for schooling and
helping them with their homework. But some of the parents lack the knowledge
of, and experience with, educational practices in this society, including linguistic
minority or immigrant parents. Some of them have started to take action to
empower themselves so they, too, can effectively help their children with their
schooling.

a. Preparation for schooling
Education oriented parents may teach their children literacy skills at home.
This preparation for schooling can be directly or indirectly connected to school
tasks.
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i. Direct approach Heath (1986) proposed that:
Children growing up in mainstream communities are expected to develop
habits and values that attest to their membership in a 'literate society.'
Children learn certain customs, beliefs, and skills in early enculturation
experiences with written materials: The Bedtime Story is a major literacy
event that helps set patterns of behavior that reoccur repeatedly through the
life of mainstream children and adults (p. 98-99).

According to Heath (1986), the bedtime story is widely accepted as a
natural way for parents to interact with their child at bedtime in mainstream
American society. The tradition of the bedtime story prepares the children for the
> /

kinds of learning expected in school. During book reading, the mother and child
take alternate turns in a dialog: the mother directs the child's attention to the book
and asks questions about the two-dimensional picture on the page, which
represents a three-dimensional object. Then through this process, the child learns
to recognize the object and its label and the mother gives a response and
evaluation. The child not only learns necessary knowledge about objects, but also
learns the "initiate-reply-evaluation" sequence which is the central feature of
classroom lessons.

ii. Indirect approach Taylor (1983) found in her study of six families that
some parents use indirect methods to help their children in literacy acquisition.
The indirect factors include the emotional climate of the home, the amount of time
spent interacting with adults, levels of financial stress, enrichment activities, and
parental involvement with the school. Sometimes these indirect factors have even
stronger effects than such direct factors as parents' educational level and the
amount of time spent on literacy work with children (Chall and Snow, 1982). A
wide range of home experiences and interactions different from school-like
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reading and writing activities are related to school success. The parents Taylor
studied often intentionally avoided doing literacy activities with their children in
the way they had been taught in school, but rather did so as an integral part of
family life.

b. Homework help
Often it seems that parents see homework help as an important way to assist
with their children's schooling. Research findings suggest that parents can help
with homework in two ways: helping with the concrete academic work, and acting
as a supervisor and emotional supporter.
Bloome (1987) studied seven culturally diverse families from a single
school community. All the families had routines and schedules for homework.
They treated homework as a family activity that helped to accomplish the family's
social goals. For example, the Jones family asked the children to do homework
immediately after the children arrived home from school. Doing homework before
playing was part of this family's philosophy about “making it” — becoming
successful — in the world.
Snow and her colleagues (1991) suggested that parents can help with
homework in two ways. One way is to support the learning that takes place at
school by learning about the child's school experiences, and the other is to act as
supervisors and ensure the homework is done and done correctly. The DelgadoGaitan (1990) study of 21 Spanish-speaking families pointed out that the different
ways of helping with homework depended on the parent's different abilities which,
in turn, were derived from the parents' social and cultural background and their
own educational experiences.
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c. Literacy for empowerment
Some families may feel the need to empower themselves by improving their
ability to help in their children’s literacy learning. This is especially the case of
linguistic minority and immigrant families because they lack the knowledge of,
and experience with, the mainstream school culture. Many of the Mexican
families in Delgado-Gaitan's (1990) study had not yet learned how schools in the
United States operated; nor did they understand their children's experience at
school and the school's expectations of their children. They not only lacked
»

experience with the schools in this country, they also lacked educational
experience in general themselves. The financial constraints the linguistic minority
families usually have limit the resources the families can provide for their children
and may lead to long work hours for parents (Mulhem et al., 1994).
Delgado-Gaitan (1990) also pointed out that it is important for parents to
know what the school's expectations of their children are, so they can help their
children to learn successfully. The school's expectations of children are built on
certain educational theories. For children in a linguistic minority, the first thing
the school expects of them is to learn the language used in the school. It is
essential for parents to understand the kind of language skills needed in order for
the children to participate in school learning, the way their children's progress is
judged by the school, and the pattern and manner of language acquisition by their
children.
Besides understanding what the school expects of their children, to enable
them to help their children with their schoolwork, parents have to understand the
school's methods of instruction. This is another way of empowering themselves,
as well.
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In summary, to make the home into a place for promoting school literacy,
research findings suggest three ways parents can help their children learn literacy
skills at home: prepare them for schooling; help them with homework; and act to
empower themselves in order to help their children.

2. Community-centered family literacy activities as a form of cultural
transmission
The underlying assumption of community-centered literacy practices is that
the content and format of family literacy practices are different in different
communities, because the functions of literacy vary in different classes and
cultures. The family's sociocultural history, derived from class and culture, is the
context for children's literacy activity at home. Research findings support these
assumptions.

a. Different functions of language and literacy
Within studies from a community-centered perspective, the purpose of
language and literacy acquisition is seen as socializing children into the
community's ways of using language to serve social purposes (Solsken, 1993;
Street, 1983). From this perspective, children are seen as adopting "community
practices for using and interpreting written language through participation in its
social life" (Solsken, 1993, p.4). Studies from this perspective examine the
functions served by written language within particular cultures, and the patterns of
social interaction through which children come to adopt cultural practices. Thus,
the acquisition of literacy is also a process of acquiring one's social and cultural
identity (Bloome, 1988).
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i- The meanings of class and culture According to Snow and her
colleagues (1991), social class variables include parental education, occupational
status, income, housing conditions, time allocation for the children, attitudes
towards school and schooling, experiences with school, expectations for future
educational and occupational success, nature of the family's social network, and
style of parent-child interaction. Different social groups will have different
characteristics.
Culture is defined by Goodenough (1981) as a "way of life" (p. 51), a
product of human learning, which includes each society's distinctive body of
customs, beliefs, and social institutions (p.62). Through social contacts, a
particular way of life will be transmitted from generation to generation.
Goodenough (1981) also pointed out that language and culture go together as a
body of distinctive things about a community that are transmitted by learning and
that give to each community its own peculiar linguistic and cultural tradition.
Since literacy means having the ability to use the written form of language, it is
part of this cultural tradition.
Therefore, different classes and cultures provide different literacy traditions
as well as different educational opportunities. The pattern of interaction in
transmitting the traditions is different, and so is the sociocultural context.

ii. Different literacy practices Based on her study of three different
communities, Heath (1983, 1986) suggested that the functions of language, as well
as literacy practices, are different in different communities, each representing a
different class and culture. In a middle-class white community, the mainstream in
this society, Heath found that during the bedtime book-reading event, children
acquired knowledge as well as the pattern of interaction between adults and
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children used in the school. They learned to make meaning out of the written texts
and also learned to answer "what” and "why" questions about the story. In this
way, parents socialized their children into a literacy orientation which is the same
as the school's.
The early socialization experiences influence the learning style of children.
The narrative structure learned in the middle-class home is similar to the way
language is used in school. The school's method of using language is based on
middle class standards. The learning styles of children are often termed as “field
independent — field dependent.” The analytic/field-independent style, which
children gain from literacy activities such as bedtime reading, is generally
correlated positively with high achievement and general academic and social
success in school.
In the white working-class community, adults read books to children at
bedtime, too. However, the interactions always involved “what” questions about
the facts, and there were no explanations by the adult about "why" it was like that.
Knowledge was developed in a field-dependent manner, and children were rarely
able to take knowledge learned in one context and shift it to another. Parents were
transmitting the type of literacy they learned as children. The children in this
community were performing well in the early grades, but started to fail from fourth
grade on.
In the third community, the black working-class community, there were no
bedtime-reading events. Instead, the children were encouraged to learn to tell
stories. The story-telling was based on a rich oral tradition, in which creativity was
important. Most of the stories were developed with a minimal adherence to the
truth of a story. Analogical questions were always asked, as well as questions for
“reason-explanation” but not “what-explanation.” Written texts were always
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approached by several community members, and they negotiated the meaning out
of the written text orally. Children in this community were familiar with this type
of reading.
Another study by Shieffelin and Cochran-Smith (1984) suggests that
literacy practices at home can be different in different cultures. Based on the study
of Sino-Vietnamese families in West Philadelphia, the researchers found that in
these refugee families, the English language and literacy skills the children
acquired in school enabled them to become socializing agents for their nonEnglish-speaking parents. As refugees, the families had arrived and settled in the
United States in recent years. The children would translate important messages
from school and from their parents' work place, help with tax forms, and act as
mediators, dealing with a range of inter-social relations, such as those between
their parents and medical personnel. To do so, the children sought assistance from
English-speaking adults outside the family network. By doing so, the children
developed a range of social relationships very different from those of native
English-speaking children, who expected to receive assistance from family
members.
In the West Philadelphia study, the researchers found surprisingly that
although the children made remarkable progress in acquiring school literacy, there
was no “literate environment” in their home, and no parent-child book-reading
activity. The notion of a “literate environment” does not apply to the home
surroundings of these Sino-Vietnamese families.

Why were these children still

able to make remarkable progress in literacy acquisition and to easily do rolereversal with their parents? The authors believe this stems from cultural values for
this particular population which are adaptive and enable them to benefit from a
wide range of institutional services, including education. Also, the families are
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part of a literate culture. Even if the home environment does not have a variety of
English books and reading materials for them to explore, the parents are literate in
their own language. These factors enable them to add English literacy to their
original literacy in Chinese.
Story telling is also a form of oral literacy practiced in Chinese families. In
Maxine Hong Kingston’s book The Woman Warrior (1975), the mother used story
telling as a way to pass the family traditions and cultural values to her daughter.
Clifford and Marcus (1986) called this kind of story an ethnic autobiography, in
which cultural identity was the focus. No Name Woman in The Woman Warrior is
a family story that happened many years ago in China, told by the mother to her
daughter. It is a story about how their fellow villagers ruined the family house
because the father’s sister had an illegitimate child, and how later she committed
suicide and the family treated her as if she had never been born after her death.
The mother used this story to warn young girls not to bring shame to the family
and to impose the cultural value of female obedience. In Amy Tan’s book The Joy
Luck Club (1989), the author told the story of first generation Chinese American
mothers and their daughters and how they used the art of “invisible strength,” or
quiet inner power, a Chinese female strategy which enabled them to survive in a
male-dominated society in China and then in this country.
In each of the communities studied by Heath, Shieffelin and CochranSmith, Kingston and Tan, the content and style of literacy practices are unique.
These studies show that the mainstream type of literacy learning is not the only
type. Rich varieties of literacy are used in different communities to transmit and
maintain the social and cultural traditions of the different groups.
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b. The family's history as a context for literacy practice
The family's sociocultural history is the context for the transmission of the
literacy tradition. Bloome (1987) suggested that the family's social organization of
home literacy practices and the parents' view of learning are influenced by the
family's culture and history. The family's culture gives meaning and significance
to literacy studies and behaviors. The history of the family is connected to the
broader social and historical processes of the past, present, and future.

i. The family’s material environment According to Bloome and Willett
(1992 ) the material environment in the family includes both physical
circumstances as well as interpersonal circumstances. The physical circumstances
include housing, many available tools and other material goods. The interpersonal
circumstances include persons and their interactions with the child and with each
other in the household, and the use of language, etc.
Bloome and Willett also pointed out that the material environment has
historically determined significance and meanings. The availability of materials
and the meaning the materials signify are part of the economic, cultural, and social
realities that evolved over time and may be beyond the control of the family. The
historical agendas which the families and communities enact may differ from
family to family and from community to community. Some of them may view
themselves within the current family or community members’ history, while others
connect themselves with a broader community and longer historical periods of
time.

ii. Transmission of the value of literacy Bloome (1987) suggested that
the value of literacy is transmitted through literacy learning at home. In the Pierce
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family, an African-American family, the mother, Ms. Pierce, viewed herself and
her daughter from a historical perspective. She said that “education is one of
(Black people's) very key tools for survival” (1987, p. 27). She felt it was
something they could struggle for, and she could help her daughter at home. She
could be sure all the children’s homework was done and she could also help her
daughter with such assignments as book reports. In the Pierce family, literacy
activity was seen as part of the struggle for equal opportunity in this society.
In Bloome’s study, there were more than ten Philippine children studying
about the Philippines and its language, in addition to doing homework in Ms.
Cortiez’s after-school program. The program provided a social place in which the
children acquired a cultural identity along with their original language. The
Philippine parents believed that their children matured later than the American
children, and they needed the help of this program. This literacy activity was seen
by the Philippine parents as a way to transmit and maintain their culture and
heritage.
For the Chinese parents in Bloome's study, home literacy activity was seen
as a way to assure economic security and future success for their children. Out of
four Chinese families Bloome studied, three of them believed that learning to read
and write is a word-level rote memorization task, different from the American
schools’ approach. In addition to homework, parents would have children
memorize words through copying or free recall. During the summer, the children
in these three families spent a minimum of two hours each day either in silent free
recall of English words or copying from English text. Often these activities might
take from four to six hours each day. During the school year, children would
continue this work from one to two hours each day, in addition to the homework
they had from school. These parents believed that hard work was the only way to
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success. Failure to learn was taken as an indication of failure to work hard.
Failure to work hard was viewed as shameful and disrespectful to one's family.

iii. Transmission of literacy learning Bloome (1987) suggested that the
family's concept of home literacy is built on the parents' folk theories of literacy
learning. These beliefs are derived from parents’ historical and cultural
experiences with schooling and learning. These set the pattern for their children's
home literacy practices. He found that for some parents learning meant rote
memorization and hard work; others believed that learning meant understanding
the underlying principle; still others believed that learning was motivated by
requirements; and, by contrast, others believed that when learning was motivated
by interest and curiosity, it would be fun and entertaining.

c. Cross cultural understanding
When the culture of the community differs from the mainstream,
understanding the meaning of family literacy practices requires cross cultural
communication and understanding by both the families and the schools.
Each cultural group has its own ways of life (Goodenough, 1981). The
specific methods of communication in a sociocultural group include not only the
ways of using language but also ways of thinking, feeling, believing, valuing, and
acting (Gee, 1991). According to Scollon and Scollon (1995), the consequences of
the cultural differences are that there are always problems when establishing
relationships between members of different cultural groups, since one is not likely
to take on a full group membership in another culture. The effective way of
communication for one is to understand the patterns of differences in a given
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culture, but also to fully recognize and be cautious about his/her lack of
membership in that culture.

d. Continuity and change
Goodenough (1981) stated that cultural traditions are transmitted by
learning, and the opportunities to learn depend on social contexts. When the social
contexts involve people with other cultural traditions, there will be opportunities
for a person to learn new things and incorporate them into the local tradition,
producing a unique combination of traits in the original one. He also pointed out
that cultural differences are a result of the accidents of history and the limitations
of the environment. Therefore, when studying cultural phenomena, there is always
the question of how cultural conditions change and yet remain the same over time,
place, and situation. Some things change and some things remain the same
(Bloome, 1987). This can be applied to the continuity and change of traditions in
literacy learning.
Taylor's study (1983) is one example of how traditions change yet remain
the same. She found that the cultures and histories of the families she studied
were the sources of home literacy. The parents' interpretations of the present were
bound by their recollections of the past. Through their many implicit linkages
between the past and present, they shared their own childhood learning
experiences with their children and used these experiences in conducting home
literacy learning. For instance, they had the children read the same stories they had
loved as a child. At the same time, parents also deliberately provided alternate
experiences for their children. Thus they wanted to “restore continuity” but were
also “intent on change.” The changes they made from tradition were related to
their need to provide experiences for their children that they had missed.
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Guthrie's (1985) study is another example of continuity and change. She
found that recent immigrants with little or no knowledge of English were
concerned with their children's English learning because they realized that fluency
in English was essential for survival. But some English-speaking Chinese parents
wanted schools to offer Chinese language teaching in addition to English, to
provide their children with knowledge of the Chinese language, which they,
themselves, as the second generation of immigrants, could no longer impart (Ogbu
in Guthrie, 1985).

3. Summary
The community is a place for cultural transmission. The functions of
language and literacy are different according to class and culture. Literature, story
telling and other forms of communication are important means of cultural
transmission for any community. The values and style inherent in literacy
activities can be transmitted from generation to generation. While the cultural
tradition is being transmitted, nontraditional changes can be transmitted, as well,
which are the results of the influence of new social connections. Later, the
changes are incorporated into the tradition.
School-oriented parents hope to enhance their children's schooling at home,
because they realize the social value of schooling and want their children to have a
chance for success in the future. Research findings suggest that parents can help
their children by preparing them at home for schooling and helping them with
assigned homework and supervising them to ensure their work is done, and done
correctly. If they do not feel capable to help their children, then they may act to
empower themselves; this is especially important for linguistic minority and
immigrant parents. The Chinese families in this study were similar to this group in
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regard to their unfamiliarity with the school system; they, too, didn’t know how the
schools were functioning and the schools’ expectations of their children. But they
were unlike people in the studies reviewed in that they had had rich educational
experiences in their own country and were capable of helping their children in
subjects other than English. The research discussed in this review is helpful for
identifying the contributions these Chinese families have made to their children's
schooling and the difficulties they have faced.
The next section is a review about how Chinese people view literacy and
the current literacy practices in Chinese society, as derived from the cultural
tradition. Such a survey is helpful in understanding Chinese families' home literacy
practices in this study.

C. Chinese perspectives on literacy
This section reviews the literature on the Chinese cultural context of family
literacy. Goodenough (1981) suggested that the concepts of the world people hold
are based on their beliefs in certain things they value, and they design and develop
operational procedures to accomplish these valued concepts. To investigate and
understand the kinds of home literacy practices the Chinese families in this study
have developed, a cultural and historical background of these families is needed,
because their beliefs and the subsequent design of operational procedures are
derived from this cultural and historical tradition. This section reviews the
Chinese literacy tradition, the meaning of literacy and education, and the role of
the family and school in literacy acquisition in Chinese society.
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1. The Chinese literacy tradition
Confucianism 1—the ancient philosophy of Chinese civilization—influences
Chinese people's view of the world even today (Rao, 1996). The Chinese cultural
tradition of respecting literacy learning is based and developed on Confucianism’s
emphasis on literacy and education. Traditionally, literacy has led to power and
status in Chinese society. It is viewed as a way for people to achieve higher status
and to progress to higher moral stages, and as a means for making life meaningful.

a. Literacy is power in society
In ancient China, there were different levels of literacy (Rawski, 1979).
One was elite literacy and the other was functional literacy. This dichotomy was
produced by the nature of society as well as the style of written language. The
Chinese written language is virtually a non-phonetic pictorial language which
developed into a complex system that can express a large number of meanings.
Only a small, specifically trained professional group in the society could master it
in ancient Chinese society (Goody and Witt, 1963).
What this small elite group needed to learn to be literate was the philosophy
of Confucianism. They used Confucianism’s i classical books as their text books.
The learning of these books was to achieve two goals: to achieve a higher moral
stage through literacy learning and to pass exams for obtaining official positions.
The Chinese dynasties developed a civil service examination, through which the
government selected officials (Hu, 1984). The possibilities of achieving a higher
social status and gaining power in society from one’s literacy learning made it a
highly desirable skill in the Chinese society. A Chinese proverb states: “A Xioucai (student) knows everything in the world without stepping out the door”. This
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means he can know the world from reading books. This is a reflection of the value
the Chinese placed on literacy. Even people with very little or no formal education
were obsessed with literacy learning; learning itself could generate respect.
Outside of this small elite group, the large majority of Chinese depended on
a more limited functional literacy-the ordinary people's literacy which served thendaily needs in the market and shops. While the elite group of scholars had spent
most of their lives achieving literacy, the ordinary people usually acquired a
relatively small number of written characters narrowly confined to specific areas
that related to their profession. The average number of written characters one
needs to read and write in order to be considered literate is about three thousand.
Individuals acquiring several hundred characters may have been able to use them
in their daily business, but were not capable of reading books. But even at this
level, literacy was seen as powerful, too, because being able to read and write
helped one to be able to manage the business of daily life.
Education is learning and self-advancement for the Chinese (Scarcella,
1990). They have always pursued the best education they could obtain. It is a
means for not only building up one's moral strength and gaining wisdom, but also
improving one's financial status and occupation. It is seen as the key to success.
In Chinese society, even the process of study, itself, is accorded respect. To have a
son in school enhances a family's reputation and its status in the community
(Rawski, 1979). Passing the civil service examination in older times or achieving
excellent grades on the universities' entrance examinations in more recent times,
provided social and financial status, academic fame, and a decent occupation for
individual as well as for the whole family.
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b. Literacy is for keeping society in order
Another reason the Chinese have always valued literacy is because of its
connection to personal morality. Traditional Chinese ethical development
emphasized the importance of recognizing one’s social role in the family and
society. The Chinese moral code aimed at helping people to behave properly, and
this will help to keep the society in order. In older times, study materials consisted
mainly of books on the philosophy of Confucius. Reading and mastering this
philosophy was considered the way to achieve a high ethical level.
As an ethical system, Confucianism is based on the need for and value of
people living in harmony with others. It encourages self-regulation, the cultivation
of respectful attitudes toward authorities, and an awareness of one's role in the
society. Confucius (5517-479? B. C.) said that good government can be obtained
only when everyone is performing their basic duties, which occurs when "the
prince is doing the prince's duties, the minister is doing the minister's duties, the
father is doing the father's duties, and the son is doing the son's duties" (In Legge,
1966, pp. 165-166). Thus, Confucianism involves both a set of moral expectations
and rules for how people should behave in society. To be a good, educated person
means one should not only have the ability to read and write well, but should also
be highly aware of one's place in society in order to perform one's social role
correctly.
According to Wright (1964), Confucians viewed the natural and human
world as an organism made up of many interconnected parts. When any one of the
parts fell from its place or was broken, the harmony of the whole was impaired.
To be able to maintain harmony, one had to learn Confucian classics. Through
studying these classics and through self-discipline, one could recognize one's place
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and one's role in the society, and one’s obligations to others. Only then could one’s
place in the social order be obtained. Family was seen as the basic unit, a
microcosm of the social order. The family was governed by the Confucian
ideology in which the male leader was the moral model for the whole family, and
the children were governed by filial piety, which meant being obedient and loyal to
the parents.
Historically, in order to study the Confucian classics, learning to read well
was the first step. People who were illiterate were still influenced by this ideology,
but could not study the classics first-hand and therefore were treated as secondclass citizens. To be able to learn and to read were seen as privileges for ordinary
people.

c. Literacy makes life meaningful
According to Chinese tradition literacy learning is to gain wisdom and to
become a useful member of the society, both of which are ways to make life
meaningful.

i. Literacy for wisdom Chinese people find happiness in learning since
learning enables them to acquire knowledge and gain wisdom. The Confucian
Analects

2

is the record of Confucius’ sayings, compiled by his students. The first

sentence of this book reads: “The master (Confucius) said: ‘One can gain the
internal pleasure from constant learning.’” He also said that “Learning and always
reviewing what is learned, makes one feel happy.” In Chapter Four of the book,
Confucius talks about himself. He says that, at fifteen, he had his mind bent on
learning, and through constant learning he achieved self-knowledge which enabled
him to behave properly in all circumstances and events. He also taught his students
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that one should never stop learning all through one's life, because there was always
room to improve oneself (in Legge, 1966).

ii. Literacy for becoming a useful member of the society Chinese people
believe that being useful and productive make one’s life meaningful. The way to
become useful is through learning. A person who fails to be useful is called “bu
cheng qi

which means “not useful material” metaphorically. It came from the

Three-Character Classic (Zheng, 1990),

3

a primer of Confucian education:

ren zhi chu, xing ben shan
xing xiang jin, xi xiang yuan
yu bu zhuo, bu cheng qi
ren bu xue, bu zhi yi
The meaning of the first two lines is: Man, by nature, is good; people’s inborn
characters are similar, but learning makes them different. The meaning of the next
two lines is: Jade without carving and polishing was only a piece of stone and
could not become a beautiful and useful thing, just like a person without learning.
Learning makes people recognize the meaning of life and gain necessary skills;
then they can be useful to society.

2. Literacy and education today in Mainland China and Taiwan
According to Thomas (1983), for centuries the political philosophy of
China's rulers had been founded on a Confucian model that envisioned the ruler to
as a highly moral, wise, and just leader, revered by his subjects and guided by
maxims of social-political conduct articulated by Confucius and such of his
disciples as Mencius (372-298 BC).
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Thomas pointed out that, theoretically, the government bureaucracy under
the Confucian model was based on the principle of merit, with merit being judged
by how adequately candidates for positions had mastered the knowledge found in
the literature of the Confucian tradition. A position in the civil service was won by
passing stiff examinations on the classics. Such a government system, therefore,
placed high value on education.
Education in modern times acquired a functional as well as symbolic value,
whereas in traditional Chinese society education's greatest worth was its symbolic
value. Education has functional value when it is used to accomplish a concrete
purpose; it has symbolic value when it is used as a sign of status (Havighurst,
1958, p. 113). In traditional Chinese society, education's greatest worth was its
symbolic value as mentioned above. But today, both the functional and symbolic
values are cherished by the Chinese (Ching-jiang Lin, 1983). They cherish the
respect paid to educated persons, as well as the employment opportunities which
are directly linked with educational preparation. In modem times, the
industrialization in Mainland China, as well as in Taiwan, provides increased
opportunities for upward social mobility. People have come to view education as a
good channel for rising in the social system.
Mainland China, with a territory of 3.75 million square miles, had a
population of nearly 1.2 billion in 1993. Taiwan, an island located in the East Sea
of China with 14,000 square miles of land, had a population of over 20 million in
1989. In 1949, after a long armed power struggle, the Communist government
took over Mainland China and the Kuomingtang government was forced out of the
mainland and re-established on the island of Taiwan, holding authority over that
island and several smaller adjacent ones. Taiwan still goes under the title of the
Republic of China, a title originally established in 1912, following the revolution
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led by Dr. Sun, Yat-sen against the last emperor of the Ching dynasty (Thomas,
1983).

a. Mainland China
After taking over Mainland China in 1949 and naming it the People's
Republic of China, the Chinese Communist government made large-scale efforts
to reduce social class inequities. The major social differential today is between the
rural and urban sectors of the population. Mainland China is now a nation of
agricultural and industrial workers managed by a bureaucratic elite, many of whom
are members of these two occupational groups. A small western-educated elite
group has again emerged, but this elite remains relatively small and under the
control of the Chinese Communist party (Hawkins, 1983).
In the beginning of the Communist era, when the government was just
established and before the start of the Cultural Revolution, education was highly
valued. There was a mass education movement and an adult education program in
the early 1950s aimed at modest levels of literacy for illiterate people (Rawski,
1979). Starting from the late 1950s, Mainland China experienced a period of
political instability which peaked in a ten-year catastrophe— the Cultural
Revolution (1966 to 1976). The leader of the movement, Mao Ze-dong, believed
that the schools were controlled by the bourgeois and could not serve the needs of
the working class. Therefore, one of the characteristics of this political movement
was to devalue education and schooling. In the beginning of the Cultural
Revolution, all of the schools across the country were closed. The left-wing
Communist Party believed that, through the process of hard labor and the influence
of poor farmers, a new generation of youth would be born, therefore, millions of
young students from cities were sent to countryside. Some of them stayed in the

49

villages for nearly a decade, until the end of that era. According to Donovan
(1981), during this period several hundred millions of educated people were sent
by the government to receive “reeducation through labor.” They were sent to far
away villages to do farm work and to the factories to work as laborers. More than
a hundred million young people received inadequate education by spending time in
labor or by attending schools that concentrated on the political movement. These
youth became part of a “lost generation.”
A number of schools reopened during early 70’s to serve the needs of the
political movement. The criteria for selecting students were not academic
performances, but political status of their families and family connections. The
goal of higher education during that time was not professional training, but using
students for political gain. The students became the politicians’ tools in the power
struggle. Those who went to schools during the Cultural Revolution were seen as
beneficiaries of the movement, but in reality, they were victims of the political
movement as well.
Since the death of Mao Ze-dong (1893-1976) and the downfall of the
radical regime, the intellectuals have been restored to their former positions and
young people have been trained once more. Science and technology are regarded
as crucial by the Chinese government to the success of a developmental strategy
designed to achieve the comprehensive modernization of China. Since the
government plays a major and direct role in the administration of all levels of the
country's educational institutions, its changing attitudes toward education led to
restoration of the college entrance examination in December, 1977. Only 178,000
of the 5.7 million candidates (3.1%) were able to enter universities to study in that
year (Rosen, 1991). Two facts are reflected in this event: educational
opportunities are highly valued and the competition is extremely keen.
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The pressure to enter a university has been somehow eased in recent years.
By 1987, there were 1,063 regular colleges and universities with close to two
million students. Young people who were unsuccessful getting a college education
were called the “youths waiting for work,” and there was a rapid increase in crime
among this group due to economic hardship (Rosen, 1991). It is understandable
that in these uncertain times, young people as well as their parents were seeking
stability.
Today, entrance into a college virtually guarantees a state-assigned job in
the future. Holding a stable job means one can have a more stable life, and it
provides a chance to realize one's self-worth. It is also an important way to fulfill
the expectations of the family.
The successful schooling of children is seen as an important aspect of
Chinese family life today. This is especially the case with well-educated parents.
There is also a "compensation mentality" for those parents whose education or
careers were disrupted when they were sent to labor in the countryside during the
Cultural Revolution. They especially want to provide their children with the
educational opportunities they missed (Tobin et al., 1989).
A number of parents (Figure 3.1) who participated in this study belong to
the generation of the Cultural Revolution in Mainland China. It is necessary to
examine the influence of this political movement on their lives, and how it may
have affected their views on home literacy practices.

b. Taiwan
According to Lu, Ya-li (1991), the Kuomingtang government, known as the
Republic of China in Taiwan, was dictatorial, like the Communist government on
the mainland, and the difference between them was only a matter of degree. Both
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of them gathered as much power as possible into the hands of the central
government to maximize the state's control over the society's resources (Cohen,
1991). But in the beginning of the 1970s, and all through the 1980s, the
Kuomingtang's position and role in Taiwan's society began to change. Younger,
better educated people began to dominate the party, which made the party diverse
in ideas as well. These significant central changes were also enhanced by external
social movements.
Taiwan’s close connection with the West, particularly with the United
States, very much influenced society. The number of faculty members who were
educated in the West increased in the universities' social science departments. The
schools and colleges taught new Western ideas and the ideals of liberal democracy,
such as human rights, limited government, and freedom of the press. The political
result was the Taiwanization of the government, which made the government more
responsive to the majority of the people. In this way the Kuomintang built a
powerful political center with a close connection to traditional Taiwanese society,
which was essential for creating stability in society.
The stability of Taiwan’s society made industrialization possible. Since the
1950s, Taiwan has experienced a period of internal political stability and economic
growth and a growing fusion of Chinese tradition with Western science and
technology. These developments have been accompanied by, and partially caused
by, expanding educational opportunities. Lin, Ching-jiang (1983) reported that the
core of the educational system in Taiwan is the six-year elementary school and
three-year junior high school for all. Beyond this compulsory education is the
senior high school. The main function of the general senior high school is to
prepare students for institutions of higher learning.
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Lin pointed out that in Taiwan, there are no entrance examinations for
elementary or junior high schools. However, entrance examinations are required
for admission to general senior high schools and colleges. Typically, these
entrance examinations consist of a series of achievement tests administered each
year over a two-day period at the beginning of July. About 25 percent of the
hundred thousand or so who sit for the college entrance examination are annually
admitted to institutions of higher learning. The rest of them either prepare for next
year’s exam or settle for low paying jobs. Therefore, the competition is keen.

c. School
There was no concept of mass education in ancient China. There were
privately financed elementary schools and a state-sponsored hierarchy of schools,
with the latter integrated into the centuries old civil service examination system.
The aim of this educational system was to produce a small group of social elite, all
of them male, to serve the needs of the ruling class. Apart from this elite group,
ordinary people gained the necessary knowledge for everyday life from the work¬
place (Rawski, 1979).
With the elimination of the civil service examination in 1905 (Rawski,
1979; Peake, 1970), the modem educational system was established. China felt the
urgent need to transform herself into a modern society in order to survive. During
this time, many Western countries and her neighbor, Japan, were taking advantage
of her economic and military weaknesses. The May Fourth Movement (19151929) (Lin Yu-sheng, 1978) was the intellectuals’ struggle for social reform. The
main goal of this movement was to establish modern science study and a
democratic government. Educational reform was one of the results of the May
Fourth Movement, which incorporated some of the new Western and Japanese
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educational systems while retaining the influence of the old Chinese educational
tradition. The Chinese mass education movement had undergone countless
political changes and the public school system was controlled by the government at
all times.
Today, Chinese public education in both Mainland China and Taiwan
(Hudson-Ross and Dong, 1990; Lin, Ching-jiang, 1983) includes six years of
elementary school and three years of junior high school ~ a total of nine
compulsory years of schooling. Beyond these nine years of schooling, there are
three-year senior high schools and primarily four-year colleges. There are entrance
examinations in both senior high school and college levels.
Education leaders consider that at least five years of primary schooling is
needed to attain literacy (Hawkins, 1983). The main reason is due to the nature
and complexity of the written language. Chinese written language is a logographic system. Each character is a square with one monosyllabic sound and
meaning and represents a single grammatical unit. One needs to visually
memorize a large number of characters during elementary and middle school years
— approximately three thousand characters, in order to be literate.
The number of students in each classroom is usually about forty-eight, and
that classroom is managed by only one teacher. The students are taught the same
subject matter at the same rate, evaluated by the same instruments (usually
examinations), and ranked from best to worst (Gardner, 1989). Figure 2.1 (In the
section for figures at the end of Chapter IV) is a copy of a page from the 1997
Yearbook of a Chinese language school in Boston. In the lower part of this page is
a list of the names of student from kindergarten to eighth grade who ranked in the
first, second and third of their classes. The large number of students in each class
makes individual instruction impossible to achieve. Many individual learning
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activities occur outside the classroom, however. Parents see that there are many
things they need to do to facilitate their children’s educational achievement. To
meet their individual needs is certainly one of them (Hudson-Ross and Dong,
1990).
In Mainland China as well as in Taiwan, the teaching materials for the
schools are developed by the Ministry of Education. A unified set of course
materials is developed for the primary and secondary levels. The instructional
method is traditional. The classroom is teacher-centered, where students passively
receive information from the teachers’ instruction (Gardner, 1989).
The schools in Mainland China are divided into two categories — key
schools and neglected schools. The key schools encompass all levels of education,
from elementary to high school. An elite group of students is identified as worthy
of special consideration by both the central government and local authorities. The
key schools usually get extra government support; the best teachers are assigned to
them; the best students are selected; and the facilities and instructional equipment
is usually much better than those in the neglected schools. Students have to
compete for admission to key schools. In order to attend a key school, students
need to work very hard and attain a high score on the entrance examination
(Hawkins, 1983).
Using examinations in educational placement is a long Chinese tradition, as
was noted earlier. When Confucianism was declared the state ideology during the
Han dynasty (200 BC to 220 AD), state academies were established, along with a
competitive examination system. This insured the continuation of the ruling
group. Although the civil service examinations were abolished in 1905, formal
national-level examinations remained an important component of Chinese
educational practice (Hawkins, 1983; Su, 1998).
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Today the form of competition in the junior and senior high schools
resembles the "tracking" system used in some of the American schools. In
American society, tracking is usually done within a school. Students are divided
into different study groups or classes according to their academic abilities. I know
from my own educational experience in Mainland China and from what I have
heard from classmates coming from Taiwan that school systems in both places use
tracking. Schools are ranked according to the percentage of their graduates who
pass the college entrance examination, as well as by their students' scores on those
examinations. Thus, students prefer the so-called elite schools if they wish to go
on to college. The bigger the city is, the heavier the competition is for the best
schools.
In order to attend a better upper-level school, students need to work very
hard, beginning at the elementary school level, so as to be able to attain a better
score in the better school's entrance examination. One may call this a ladder
process. Application and examination are required for entering senior high school
and college. About one-third of the graduates of junior high schools are admitted
into senior high school, and about one third of senior high graduates are admitted
into college on the basis of their scores on national standardized examinations.
Therefore, students, especially those in the urban sectors, feel under great pressure
to perform well. Usually no tracking is used in the elementary school. Parents
work with their children at home to meet their children's individual needs, because
the huge size of the class in the school makes individual instruction impossible.
Chinese parents feel the necessity to prepare their children to succeed in the
tracking system; for some parents, it is a competitive nightmare.
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There have been attempts to reform teaching methods over the years, especially the
examination system and the tracking system in Mainland China and Taiwan, but no
significant changes have been made yet on these two issues.
Management by the Ministry of Education, the use of centralized planning
of course materials, traditional teacher-centered teaching methods, memorization
and oral recitation learning methods (Rao, 1996) characterize both Mainland China
and Taiwan. The college entrance examination in Mainland China is controlled by
the government because almost all the colleges are operated either by the central or
local governmental authorities. In Taiwan, there is a joint testing program in
which national as well as private colleges all participate in the same examination at
the same time. The keen competition among students to pass the examination has
encouraged schools to devote much time to preparing their students to take the
tests.
Unique to Mainland China is that under the government controlled
centralized economic system, the public colleges and vocational schools are given
a list of available state jobs and assign them to their graduates. Therefore, schools
at these levels are closely tied with job opportunities. This advantage can be
frightening, because the college graduates usually do not have their own choice but
accept what they are assigned to. But things are changing now with the economic
reform. The state and the collectively owned (partly government-owned )
businesses were down from 100 % in 1978 to 71 % in 1995 (Schell, 1997), and the
percentage grows smaller each year. There is a growing number of privately
owned schools as well as businesses in the country, which are not included in this
practice. Along with the economic and educational reforms, the tie of schooling
and job opportunity will become less dramatic.
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One of the aims of educational reform has been to change the methods and
materials in education which have existed in Chinese society since the early years
of this century. But the traditional method of memorization and oral recitation is
still used, at least in the lower grade levels.

d. Family and parents
The traditional views on family duty and children’s education, parental
authority and children’s obedience are important factors in today’s Chinese
society. These values are reflected in the schools as well.

i. Family and children’s education Confucianism stressed unselfish
devotion to family. Duty and sensitivity to others were set forth at great length and
in a very intellectual style in writings such as The Four Books.

2

In one of them,

The Great Learning, Confucius stressed the importance of the family and the

duties of its members. He said that good order in the state needs to be based on the
regulation of each family. The regulation of each family comes from the self¬
regulation and devotion of each member of the family. Chinese society is oriented
toward societal goals, in which an individual's duties to that social system are met
through fulfillment of their family duties.
In ancient times, clan members who passed the civil service examination
and then held office brought glory to their clan. Thus it was clan members’
responsibility to help in the education of the youth. This was seen as their
responsibility to the clan (Rawski, 1979). In modem times, especially for people
living in rural areas, families are becoming smaller in size. Thus the bonds inside
the clan are harder to keep, and the responsibility for helping the youngsters has
shifted to the individual family. Society views the success of children as the
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success of the family. If the child fails, the whole family is shamed. Therefore, to
help children with their education is not only seen as helping them achieve a
higher quality of life in the future, but also as maintaining the honor of the whole
family in the community.

ii. Parents’ role in children’s education According to Rawski (1979), one
of the duties of parents in the Confucian cultural tradition is to support their
children's education to build up their personal strengths and to help them gain
status in the society. They believe that education is the way to achieve these goals.
The family is responsible for the children’s education in two ways. One is direct
teaching (Ding, 1998; Lu, 1998a; Luo, 1998), offered to young children before
school age, which usually includes word recognition and poetry reading. The other
is to provide the best school education the family can afford to the children and
support their schooling.
Heath (1990), Carrasquillo and London (1993) suggested that Chinese
parents expect their children to do well in school and enter fields which will ensure
their future employment. Ogbu and Matuti-Bianchi (1986, in Scarcella, 1990)
reported that Chinese parents make great sacrifices to support their children in
education. The children then work hard in school in order to succeed
academically. If they can obtain good positions and earn more money, they can
repay their parents by supporting them in their old age. This is the way for parents
as well as children to fulfill their family obligations (Scarcella, 1990).
Chang (1987) suggested that Asian parents prefer to leave educational
decisions to the educators. Many of them regard teachers highly and expect them
to give their children numerous homework assignments. They appreciate and
expect hard work from their children and they often emphasize the importance of
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practical skills (Gardner, 1989). Chinese parents are no exception to other Asian
parents.

iii. Parental authority and children’s obedience Chinese children, in
general, are disciplined by their parents and required to be obedient. They are
taught to respect elders and authority. Anthropologist Francis Hsu (1981) pointed
out that in Chinese society, “ ... support of the parents came before all other
obligations and that this obligation must be fulfilled even at the expense of the
children.”
In traditional Chinese society, parents had complete power over their
children. Children were taught to respect the elders and be obedient to authority,
which were the parents at home and the teachers in the school. For Confucianism,
filial piety is seen as a high moral standard in which the children must try to satisfy
the wishes of their parents under any circumstances. This tradition is modified in
modem times (no one would cut his /her flesh to make soup [Tan, 1989] for the
parents to show his/her filial piety), but the ideology still guides people’s behavior.

Based on my knowledge of Chinese culture, I agree with most of the
research findings reviewed in this section. To state them briefly, Chinese parents
expect their children to do well at school; they are willing to make great sacrifices
to support their children's education in order for them to be successful in later life;
they regard teachers highly; and they emphasize the importance of practical skills.
These characteristics of Chinese parents are based on their cultural and historical
traditions. The task of learning to read and write in Chinese is very difficult, and
to compete successfully with peers and gain access to higher education is a
demanding task. A child needs to work hard from the very beginning of his/her
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schooling. Parents use their experience and knowledge of education to help their
children because it is part of the cultural tradition. Some research may have
overemphasized the socioeconomic motivations for education among the Chinese,
based on the impression the researchers got from the outward appearances of
Chinese Americans' lives in the US. Asa cultural and language minority,
economic survival has become a top priority in their lives. The researchers failed
to recognize that there are deeper reasons for Chinese people to pursue knowledge.
As noted by Bennett (1990), these include learning to meet the expectations of
what a good citizen should be in society; to make one's life meaningful; to bring
honor to the family; and to achieve harmony within the family as well as in the
society, etc.

e. Summary
The societies in Mainland China and Taiwan appear to be two distinct
entities. The society in Mainland China is much bigger and much more complex
than that of Taiwan. Social and economic development processes and the existing
social and political conditions are different. But both places share one thing in
common — the same cultural tradition. This makes the educational goals of
parents for their children in both places very similar. This same cultural tradition
also provides similar overall organizations of the educational systems. In both
societies, all the schools are under the traditional Confucian influences; they are
viewed by the government as a direct extension of political power. The historical
legacy of the Confucian examination system and the bureaucracy that supported it
remain important factors in education. Literacy is valued in both symbolic and
functional ways; there is competition for educational opportunities; the
competition is felt not only by students but also by the families, as well; and the
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great sacrifice the families are willing to make for their children's education is also
similar.

3. Summary
The literature reviewed suggests that language and literacy acquisition are
processes of socialization which enable one to have a certain role in a literate
society, and are also the processes for constructing a cultural identity. Literacy
acquisition comes through studying, and learning occurs in social situations.
Home is one place for literacy acquisition. In a literate society, family members
help the younger generations learn to read and write. The transmission of literacy
practices in this way is an important aspect of cultural transmission. Literacy can
also be used by social groups to empower themselves, and by individuals to create
a new kind of life.
When one is living in a society in which the common language is not one's
mother tongue, one has to learn it as a second language. The process of learning a
second language involves constructing a cultural identity within the second
language community, which may conflict with one's original cultural identity.
Accommodating to the new culture without assimilation is a very serious social
issue faced by second language learners. This is especially the case for the
Chinese families in this study, who plan to return to the homeland.
Research findings suggest that the Chinese have a rich and long cultural
tradition in which education is highly valued. Based on the principles of
Confucianism, personal devotion to the family and society, hard work, and
discipline are important parts of the cultural tradition. This cultural tradition is
incorporated into contemporary life in Mainland China and Taiwan. Educational
philosophy and pedagogical practice are the same in these two Chinese societies
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but different from the educational beliefs and practices in the United States.
Research findings also suggest that in these two Chinese societies it is usually the
parents more so than schools who have to meet and support their children's
individual needs in their schooling.
The framework from this review of relevant literature and research findings
will inform the discussion of findings in this study of the literacy practices of
Chinese families living in a community located far away from their own
homelands.
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CHAPTER III
METHOD OF THE STUDY

This study used an ethnographic design in which participant observation
and ethnographic interviews were the major research methods. The following
sections describe the research method, the setting and population of research
interest and access, the background of the researcher, the preliminary study, data
collection, management and analysis methods, ethical considerations, and
limitations of the study.

A. The overall approach-ethnographic study
In order to explore Chinese parents' views about their children's literacy
learning and their actions to help their children learn, and to answer the following
questions, an ethnographic approach was used:
1. What are the home literacy practices of a group of Chinese families living in an
academic community in the U.S.?
2. What are the Chinese parents' perspectives about literacy, schooling, and the
role of parents in their children's literacy development? How have these factors
influenced the families’ home literacy practices?
3. How have families experienced literacy learning in the American culture, and
how have these experiences influenced the families’ home literacy practices?
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Heath (1982) defined ethnographic research in the following way:
The goal of ethnography is to describe the ways of living of a social group,
a group in which there is in-group recognition of the individuals living and
working together as a social unit. By becoming a participant in the social
group, an ethnographer attempts to record and describe the overt, manifest,
explicit behaviors, values and tangible items of culture. By long residence,
the ethnographer learns the language of the society and structures and
functions of cultural components, before attempting to recognize patterns of
behavior that may be covert, ideal, and implicit to members of the
culture.(p. 34)

According to Heath the focus of ethnographic studies is on the cultural patterns of
people's behavior in a social group. There are three principal concerns within
ethnography. The first is that the patterns of behavior are culturally driven. To
understand the concept of "culture" is essential. Tylor (1871) defined culture as
"that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom,
and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society" (in
Peacock, 1986, p. 3). Culture is learned inside a social group, and it provides the
rules individuals follow within the group in given settings or social interactions.
The work of the ethnographer is to describe and interpret human behavior within
its particular cultural system. The study of the Chinese families' literacy activities
needs to be put into its cultural background so that an understanding of their
practices can be obtained. When Chinese families' pursuit of literacy for their
children is understood as a cultural act, the meaning of their actions can be found.
The second principle of ethnography is to view culture as a whole. Culture
is much greater than the sum of the parts (Heath, 1982). When describing and
interpreting the patterns and forms of behavior, the ethnographer needs to consider
the relationship of these behaviors to the whole cultural system. This means that
family literacy practices in Chinese families need to be understood within Chinese
culture as a whole, with its perspectives on education and literacy acquisition.
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The third concern is to identify specific cultural patterns, within the
processes of both continuity and change, to find which constraints of the system
contribute to predictable patterns of behavior. When Chinese families come to
stay for a period of time in a new society, they have to change in order to adjust
themselves to the new world. Bloome (1989) suggests some relevant questions:
How do people change? What remains the same? What has changed in their
cultural behavior, knowledge, values, and feelings? To what degree does their
overall cultural tradition remain the same, over time and condition, and to what
degree does it change or become abandoned? These are the questions for which
this study sought to find answers.
According to Heath, the techniques the ethnographer usually uses include
mapping, charting kinship and other patterns of interaction, interviewing,
collecting life histories, studying written documents relevant to the history of the
group, and recording folklore of all types. By using such techniques, the
ethnographer will be able to describe a particular social group in its natural setting.
Geertz (1973) suggested that the ethnographer should do “thick description”
with great sensitivity to describe both behavior and its meaning (Wilcox, 1982).
Ethnography can never describe with complete objectivity and reproduce the
whole reality, and the perceived truth and its meaning will always differ across
individuals, situations, groups, and within the group (Bloome and Solsken, 1990).
However, through “thick description” and the ethnographer’s struggle to make the
“familiar strange,” when studying his/her own culture, and through portrayals and
interpretations, human truths can be communicated (Peacook, 1986).
The strengths of ethnography come from the descriptive work the
ethnographer does, based on his/her participant observation work within the
culture. This kind of work has a highly individualized and particularistic quality.
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The ethnographic study can provide vivid details, a concreteness which has the
quality of reality and undeniability, that allows readers to identify with situations
described. It is especially useful for the formulation of problems or new
perspectives on past practices, and can be useable in examining educational issues
(Heath, 1982).
There are weaknesses in this method as well. These include problems in
generalizing from the study of one community and recognizing the boundaries of a
community. The ethnographer cannot recreate the whole of a culture in one study.
The concept of "holism" is only a guiding concept, and ethnographers cannot be
entirely objective in their studies. Both the ethnographer and the readers of a study
should be aware of these limitations.
The particularistic quality of this study gives it strength. It provides the
details, the concreteness, and the undeniability of reality. But it also sets limits to
the study in that its particularity may not represent the culture of other Chinese
people in similar circumstances, who are outside this specific community.

B. The setting and the population of interest
The Chinese community in which the study took place was located in a
college town in a rural area of New England. There were several colleges of
different sizes in this area. During the period of this study, this community was
composed of about four hundred or so loosely connected Chinese people who were
affiliated with the colleges, as students, faculty or staff.
For the purpose of this study, the definition of the membership of this
Chinese Community is as follows: anybody in the college community who shares a
Chinese ethnic, cultural and linguistic heritage and participates in the activities
offered by the community. The Chinese people in this community came mostly
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from Mainland China, Taiwan, and a small number from Hong Kong, Singapore,
etc., to study or to work in the colleges. There was also a small number of people
who worked in the colleges as permanent faculty or staff members.
Some of the Chinese people in this community were single young men or
young women, while others were married couples with young children. The
families were the main focus of this study. The married couples usually were older
than the single people. Their ages ranged from late twenties to forties. There was
at least one person in each family who was affiliated with the colleges, most of
them being either graduate students or visiting scholars.
The largest university in this area provided homes in its residential
apartment and dormitories for many Chinese families. This Chinese community
was embedded in a larger community composed of other international students and
their families who came from different places around the world; there were also
students and their families from the United States. The number of international
students at the graduate level during the period of this study in this college was
about 1500, including their family members. This was the place the ten families in
this study all lived for a period of time.
Many of the Chinese families had children of school age or younger. The
school-aged children went to the town's public schools. One of the elementary
schools had a dual nature; it was a laboratory school in a university, and a public
school of the town. In other words, the school was part of the university’s teaching
program and thus student teachers and university staff were involved in the school.
I came from Mainland China, and lived in this community as a member
with my family, my husband and my son, from 1986 to 1994. I began the
preliminary study in the spring of 1988, with a systematically designed intensive
study during 1993 and 1994.
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The student associations within this Chinese community sponsored
activities for the students and their families several times a semester. There were
different Chinese student associations on each campus. Two major groups, one for
Mainland China, the other for students from Taiwan, were usually the organizers
of different events in the community. Other smaller organizations representing
students from Hong Kong and other places were largely invisible in the
community’s public life. Three colleges in this area had departments of Asian
studies and Asian languages that offered Chinese or Asian movies, cultural
festivals and lecture series as part of their academic activities that were open to the
public. The Asian cultural center in one of the colleges offered Asian cultural
activities, such as holiday festivals, seminars, and movies. There were usually
lectures or meetings on topics of recent cultural, technological or political
happenings in the homelands, ball games, Chinese movies, and holiday
celebrations. Sometimes there were political meetings.

C. Access
As a member of this Chinese community, gaining access to the families was
not difficult for me. We always met with each other during Asian or Chinese
activities, in the housing complex, at the children’s schools, or in the local
supermarkets. However, as everyone was involved in a busy life of study and
work, meeting with the families in order to collect the data was not easy. I used
formal and informal opportunities to collect the data in this study. These included
visiting families during school vacations or in the evenings, and conducting formal
or informal interviews. Because I am a mother of a school aged child, too, I often
got chances to talk with other parents about our children, whenever we met.
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My work at one of the town's public schools also helped me in gaining
access to Chinese families for the study. I worked at the school as a native
language (Chinese) tutor to Chinese children first; then I worked as a teacher's
aide. When parents had questions about school and school activities, they
sometimes called me. This gave me the chance to develop close relationships with
them. When I asked parents to participate in my study, I usually received positive
responses.

D. The background of the researcher-biological statement
I was born in Beijing, China. I graduated from the Department of Chinese
Language and Literature, Beijing Normal College. After my graduation, I worked
as a junior high school teacher and taught Chinese for three years. Following this I
taught in a senior high school for five years. Both schools were located in the rural
communities in Beijing. When I became a mother myself, I became interested in
education within the family. I remembered my mother and my grandmother used
flash cards to teach me to recognize Chinese words and read books with me during
my preschool years. Were there other ways I could use to teach my son to read at
home, especially in a society far away from the homeland? How did parents in
other families work with their children at home to help them attain literacy?
Therefore, when I started to take courses in education while living in the United
States, I decided to study home literacy activities in Chinese families.
My experience as a teacher and a mother formed my beliefs, assumptions,
and hopes in regard to literacy. I believe in the power of education. Mastering
knowledge of human society, as well as of the natural world, I believe will help
one build a good value system and moral judgments so that one can become a
productive member of society. As a Chinese person who lived in a Chinese
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society with a very old cultural tradition, as well as great recent economic and
social changes, I believe it is important to know how to pick up valuable traditions
and also how to free oneself, as well as the society, from the burdens of its long
tradition. Today, Chinese people are facing the mission of helping a huge
population with an ancient cultural tradition to flourish in a new era, in which
education must play an important role.
The role of the families in their children's education is important to study
because family background deeply influences children. Studying this issue in a
foreign society has an advantage, because compared with the host culture, the
phenomena of Chinese family literacy would seem to be different, therefore,
visible for examination. However, there are disadvantages also, since the family's
behaviors are affected by the host culture.
With all of these beliefs, assumptions, and hopes operating, it was a
challenge to conduct the study and as much as possible to see what was, rather
than what I wished would be.

E. The preliminary study
As stated earlier, I began to study family literacy practices in this
community in 1988. I interviewed two mothers who gave Chinese language
lessons at home to their children and examined the methods, materials, and the
process of their studies. I then proceeded with a study of another family in 1990.
In the school year of 1991-1992, I took a research methods course in education
during my Master degree study. It was a course which concentrated on
ethnographic study. In this course I chose to study family literacy because it was a
topic I was interested in, and also because the target population was accessible
(Heath, 1982).
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In these preliminary studies, I interviewed some parents, examined study
materials and observed home literacy activities. But the separate studies were not
consistently designed. Each study had a different purpose; some were aimed at
improving Chinese learning at home for my son, while others were aimed at
studying the use of book reading in literacy acquisition. A systematic study needed
to be done, in order to obtain a deeper understanding of the phenomena of family
literacy practice.
Nonetheless, the preliminary studies were important in establishing the
foundation of the present study and increased my interest and understanding of
family literacy. I also learned from the preliminary studies what kind of questions
I needed to ask during the interviews and how to ask them. This deepened the
present study.

F. Data collection methods
In this section, the following issues are discussed: families in which the data
was collected, the stance of the researcher in data collection, the methods of data
collection, including interviews, participant observation, and informal data
collection.

1. The families
I worked with seven families in the preliminary study during the time period
of 1988 to 1992. Because of the transient character of the university’s population,
only three of these families were available for further study. I therefore added
three new families to create and design a consistent and in-depth study, bringing
the total number of families to ten including the preliminary and the in-depth
studies. I lived in this particular community for eight and a half years, and the data
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of the study was collected from the ten families over a six-year period. Table 3.1
describes the characteristics of the families.
In the ten families involved in the study, there were fourteen children in
total. Thirteen out of the fourteen children were in the United States, and the home
learning activities of ten children were closely observed during the study.
Among the ten children involved in the study, there were six girls and four
boys. Nine of them were school age and ranged in grade level from kindergarten
to seventh grade (Table 3.1). Six of them went to the university’s lab school which
was located near the largest family housing unit of the university. One girl
attended another public school which had the Chinese/ English transitional
bilingual program, and later another girl joined her, when her family moved out of
the lab school area. The seventh grader attended the only junior high school in the
town.
The first four families in Table 3.1 participated in the preliminary study
only. Of the last six families in Table 3.1, three of them were continuing
participants in this study and other three were newly added.
Most of the parents in the families were college graduates or considered
equivalents. College graduates are considered not only professionals but also
intellectuals in Chinese society. Historically, before they received any official
position, intellectuals were considered spiritually rich and proud people, but
financially poor. This is still the reality with the professionals today in Mainland
China. Professionals are respected but relatively poor, since the country is not
rich. But in Taiwan, with its developed economy, professionals are not only
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Table 3.1 Characteristics of the families in the study

Child’s
Name

Place of
the
Family’s
Origin

Fei

Xian,
China
Taibei,
Taiwan

Peter
'
Yu-en
Leah
v.

-

Sichuan,
China
Tai-zhong
Taiwan

Number
of
Children
in the
Family
1

Number
of
Children
in the
Study
1

Gender
of
Children
In the
Study
M
M

2

Age/
Grade
During
the
Study
8-10/35th
7-8/2nd

3/88-6/90 *

”0.

1

1

Dates of Study
& Status in the
Study

1

F
Ap

r\

•4

■

3-5/pre.
& kind.
12/7th
9/4th

5/90-12/91 *
10/91-5/92 *

Mei

Beijing,
China

1

1

F

5-7/kind3rd

1/92- Fall 1994
**

Shen

Suzhou,
China

1

1

M

8-11/3 rd6th

10/90-Fall 1994
**

Ye

Beijing,
China

1

1

F

6-10/1st5th

10/90-Fall 1994
**

Hanyan

Shanghai
China

1

1

F

6-7/1st2nd

Fall, 1993Fall 1994 ***

Hui-run

Taipei,
Taiwan

2

1

M

4-5/pre.-k

Mumu

1994*9« Fa"
2

;

'

F

1

■ -

' .

6-7/lst2nd
■

'7''

* Included in preliminary study only.
** Included in both preliminary and later studies.
*** Included in later study only.
Families came from Taiwan
Families came from Mainland China
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■

.

Spring- Fall,
1994 ***

respected, but also earn high salaries comparable to the pay of the same positions
in the West. Therefore, the financial states of these families were different among
the two groups.
The families usually lived on a very tight budget, since most of them relied
on teaching or research assistantship stipends from the colleges or they worked
part time elsewhere in town.
There were nine two parent families (one functioned as a single mother
family while staying in the United States, as the father remained in the homeland)
and one single mother in the above ten families. Most of the parents held
professional positions in their homelands. Out of the eighteen parents in the study,
eleven of them were graduate students, two were visiting scholars, one attended
graduate courses, three were employed in non-academic work, and one was a full¬
time housewife (Table 3.2).
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Table 3.2 Parents’ educational background and occupation in the homelands and in
the United States

Child’s
name

Parents
in the
family

Fan

mother

father

College
/equivalent
Major in
homeland
Chinese
language

Master’s
Degree in
homeland

Occupation in
Homeland

junior high school
teaching

worked in
Dinning
common

college teaching
college teaching
company

graduate study
graduate study
graduate study

—

graduate study

mother

math
math

father

engineering

mother

chemistry

father
mother

chemistry
Chinese

father

Chinese

Shen

mother

accounting

college teaching
accountant

English

technological translator

Ye

father
mother

Mei

father
mother

Peter
Yu-en
Leah

Han-yan

Hui-run

Mumu

English
economy
biological
science

—

college teaching

History

Occupation in
the US

translator and editor
research institute
college lab work

graduate study
visiting scholar
—

house cleaning
graduate study
graduate study
restaurant work
visiting scholar
in lab
graduate study

mother
father

English
civil
engineering

college teaching
research institute

mother

diplomacy office

graduate study

father

Spanish
polymer
science

—

graduate study

mother

accounting

accountant

housewife

father

electrical
engineering

—

graduate study

graduate study

Here is a brief description of each family:
Fei’s family came from Xi’an, Mainland China. His father was a graduate student
in mathematics, and his mother was a former Chinese language teacher in a
junior high school in China. His father worked as a research assistant in his
department, while the mother worked in one of the dinning commons at a
college. Fei joined the study from eight to ten years of age. He was the only
child of the family.
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Peter’s family came from Taipei, Taiwan. His father was sent by his company to
study engineering for two years. The company paid his salary as well as
his tuition. The mother was a mathematics teacher in a college in Taiwan.
She took graduate courses in her husband’s college. They left their
younger child, a four-year old girl, in Taiwan with their relatives. Peter
joined the study from seven to eight years of age.
Ye-en’s family came from Sichuan, Mainland China. Both of her parents were
graduate students in the biological sciences, and worked as research
assistants in their department. Ye-en joined the study from three to five
years of age. She was the only child of the family.
Leah’s family came from Taizhong, Taiwan. Her mother, a Chinese language
major, who now works in a college in Taiwan, was sent by her college as an
exchange fellow for a year. The father stayed in Taiwan to work. The
mother was paid by her college in Taiwan, plus overseas work
compensation. There were two girls in this family. Leah was the older one
and she was twelve years old.
Shen’s family came from Suzhou, Mainland China. His father was a graduate
student in Creative Writing in the English Department. He also worked
full-time as a counselor with disabled people. The mother had been an
accountant in China, worked in a restaurant and also as a house cleaner for
several families in the area, including the principal in her son’s school.
Shen was the only child of the family. He joined the study from eight to
eleven years of age.
Ye’s family came from Beijing, Mainland China. Her mother, who was raised in
Northern China, was a graduate student in sociology. She worked as a
teaching assistant in her department. Her father worked full-time in a
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restaurant. Ye had a sister who was born in this country, about eight years
younger than her. Ye’s grandparents took turns coming to the United States
to help in household and child care matters, and to teach Ye mathematics in
home learning. Ye joined the study from six to ten years of age.
Han-yan’s family came from Shanghai, Mainland China. Both of her parents
were graduate students. The father was studying material science in the
civil engineering program, and worked as a research assistant in his
department. The mother’s major was in early childhood education. She also
worked full time in one of the dining commons for a while. Han-yan was
the only child of the family. She joined the study from six to seven years of
age.
Mei’s family came from Beijing, Mainland China. Her single mother was a
biological laboratory technician in a college. Her maternal grandparents,
both retired professionals, lived with them in the United States. Mei was
the only child of the family. She joined the study from five to seven years of
age.
Hui-run’s family came from Taiwan. Both of his parents were graduate students.
The father majored in polymer chemistry and the mother in education.
The father worked as a research assistant and later as a post doctorate
fellow after completing his doctoral degree. The mother did not work
during this study. She received her doctorate in education during the last
year of the study. A second son was born that year, too. Hui-run joined the
study from four to five years of age.
Mumu’s family came from Taipei, Taiwan. The father was a graduate student in
electrical engineering, the mother an accountant in Taiwan, though she was
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a housewife at home while in the United States. The second child was born
in the same year when Mumu joined this study.

2. The stance of the researcher
The goal of this study was to capture the naturally occurring literacy events
in the families. But this was not completely possible to do (Purcell-Gates, 1993).
One way to facilitate the collection of rich data was to develop close relationships
with the families. During the study, I developed friendships with all the families.
The personal relationships usually brought the mothers and me closer, and the
informality of the situation made it easier for the mother to talk to me, as it was for
Taylor in her study (1983). The parents talked to me, not as a researcher, but as a
friend who could share feelings, thoughts, and also offer helpful advice on child
rearing. We also talked to each other as mothers who were concerned about our
children’s literacy learning. We discussed what we were doing at home, and what
worked and what did not. We shared our resources, lent books to each other, and
identified good children’s books. These activities helped to build up peer
relationships between the parents and me. The three newly added families (Table
3.1) were not new to me. The parents, especially the mothers, were classmates or
friends of mine. One of the children was my former student when I was a native
language tutor at the lab school.
My work at one of the town’s elementary schools (which seven out of the
ten families’ children attended) had given me insights into the children's school
life. It was helpful for me to understand these situations when their parents talked
to me about their children's school life.
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3. The interviews
Three one-hour interviews were conducted with each family. During the
interviews, I asked them general questions about their experiences in literacy
learning, their concerns for their children's acquisition of literacy, what they did at
home to help their children, and why and how they did it. Consent forms were
given and signed, and the interviews were all tape recorded.
The design of the interviews was as follows. Each interview concentrated
on one broad issue. The first one focused on the parents’ concerns regarding their
children’s literacy learning and schooling. The second focused on the family’s
home activities aimed at helping the children’s literacy learning. By the time of
the third interview, parents were ready to talk retrospectively about why and how
these concerns were formed and how home literacy activities were arranged. They
talked about their own experiences with literacy acquisition, the influence of their
parents and their own schooling, and the meanings of home literacy practices to
the family. The first interview served as a warm-up session, to lead the parents to
focus on the issue of their children’s literacy learning and schooling. This was
also an easy point to start the interviews for me, because we all had school-aged
children and we could share these concerns and feelings. The second interview
was about the family’s literacy-related activities, which were the family’s actions
based on their concerns. The last one was to find out the cultural roots of the
practice and the meaning of the action to the family.
But not all of the interviews could be divided into three clear-cut sections.
Some parents talked about everything clustered together, or not in the order I
hoped for. For them these were all interrelated issues. From the interviews I also
found that the reactions to the same question could be very different. I did not
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have to ask more questions after I asked about the parents’ concerns regarding
their child’s literacy learning. Some parents talked non-stop and told me
everything I needed to know (such as Yi-an’s mother), while others, after several
attempts, still did not supply me with sufficient data in specific areas. For
example, it seemed that Mei’s mother’s own schooling was not as important as her
nephew’s in influencing her expectations of her daughter’s schooling.
I learned from conducting the interviews that I had to be flexible and do
constant mental checks to assess what kind of data I still needed to collect during
the interviews, and I had to ask specific questions in order to get parents to fill in
the gaps. I also learned that sometimes parents added new dimensions which
could enrich the study, and I needed to respond to them quickly in order to catch
the opportunity.

4. Participant observation
I did participant observation in two forms to observe the home literacy
activities directly in addition to the three formal interviews. One was to participate
in the family’s activities mediated by literacy; the other was to practice home
literacy activities aimed at helping my son’s literacy learning in my own home.
I did participant observation formally and visited the families as friends
informally. I observed and examined the format and the materials the families
used in their literacy activities. I observed the family’s home literacy environment,
listened to the stories read by the parents or the children, participated in math or
Chinese language lessons, observed how the children’s leisure time was used and
the kinds of literacy activities the children were doing during this time. I
participated in birthday parties, invited children to my home to read books with my
son, gave children forms to ask them to write down the situations each time they
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did anything involved with reading or writing. I examined the families’ children’s
book collections and the textbooks used in home lessons, as well as the workbooks
the family bought and used for children to do writing exercises. I read the stories
the children wrote, the books and poetry they read, and the letters they received. I
was moved by the parents’ determination and the children’s joy and struggle in
learning.
I took field notes during the observations of the families' literacy activities.
I selectively examined and copied the study materials and the work done by the
children. When I made informal contacts with the families, such as home visits,
phone calls, conversations with the parents on the bus or in the laundry room, etc.,
I either took notes at the time or wrote them down immediately afterward.

G. Data management
The interviews were conducted in Chinese and were transcribed later by
myself. I translated the parts of the interviews which were used in the report of the
study into English. I established a file for each family to keep the data on each
family intact, including audio-tapes, videotapes (three interviews in the
preliminary study were videotaped), Chinese transcriptions of the audio tape,
English translations of the transcription, and copies of the children's study
materials as well as their work.
In line with Spradley's suggestion (1980), field notes were kept at all times,
and space was available for ongoing analytical notes after each period of
fieldwork, to discover what to look for in the next period of data collection.
I designed forms with different categories for data management. The
categories were established according to the contents of the data. This method was
used for managing as well as analyzing of the data.
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H. Data analysis
In collecting materials for analysis, I have followed Spradley's (1980) three
stages of participant observation procedures: descriptive observations, focused
observations and selected observations. These processes were used to collect data
and also to analyze data.
In the preliminary study, I did descriptive observations and ethnographic
interviews. Based on those results, I used domain analysis (Spradley, 1980) and
Teale’s categories of home literacy domains (Teale, 1986) to categorize the
contents of activities at home mediated by literacy and to find which domains were
the most significant. I focused my observations in the three most significant
domains from the preliminary study: school-related activities, story-book time, and
literacy for the sake of learning literacy. In the present study, domain analyses
based on the data were obtained, and focused observations were done in the three
domains mentioned above. But then I found that to concentrate on three domains
was not enough, because from my participant observation and the interviews with
the families, I realized that data from at least three other domains needed to be
collected. They were equally important and meaningful to the families. The other
three domains were: the arrangement of the home literacy environment,
interpersonal communication, and entertainment.
I had planned to do selected observations to ascertain the Chinese parents'
notions of work and the children's notions of work, as well as the parents' views of
the school's curriculum where play was part of the daily classroom work. I also
planned to investigate the tensions between the parents and children regarding the
two different approaches to work and play at home and in school. But I ended up
with selected observations on language learning, too, because of the richness ol the
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data obtained and its importance in the home literacy practice. I also expanded the
study of the tension between different pedagogues to include the theme of
accommodation without assimilation, and the families’ struggle to search for new
horizons while simultaneously maintaining their own culture.
I systematically reviewed data and established categories in regard to the
families’ general points of view about education, the social structure in the
families
(relationships at home), parental expectations, attitudes toward the acquisition of
literacy, the structure of activities mediated by literacy, the methods used in
helping children to learn to read and write, the advantages and tensions created by
living in two cultures and using two languages, etc. Data was coded, using the
most relevant categories derived from the data. Table 3.3 is a sample of the blank
coding sheet for the issue of the parents’ perspectives on literacy. This coding
sheet was developed for finding the useful parts of the interview transcripts and
the field notes. I later translated particular parts into English for the report. The
categories were developed according to the research questions. The process of
transcription and the determination of the categories helped me to recognize
recurrent events and repeated patterns in the activities. Entering the data of the
families on the coding sheet also helped me to do comparisons across the families.
The recurrence of the patterns not only validated them, but also helped me to
discover their cultural rules, themes, and meanings. Table 3.4 shows an example
of the final coding sheet with the categories in home literacy learning. The
categories in this sheet were developed during the whole process of data collection
and data analysis.
I also compared the categories and themes of the present study with those of
other studies concerned with similar topics or with similar populations. The
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process of ethnographic writing is also a process for analyzing data. According to
Geertz (1973) “thick description” should be used in writing. Through an elaborate
description of the cultural event in its broader cultural contexts, the meanings and
significance of the event to the people involved are discovered (Bloome, 1993).

Table 3.3 Blank coding sheet of parents’ perspectives on literacy

Family
Parents’
views on the
purpose of
literacy

Page # and lines from #— to #—

1. Functional
status

2. Symbolic
status

3. Ethical
development

4. The
quality of
personal life

5. To be
useful
members of
the society

6. To be
happy

The roots of
the parents’
view

1. Home

2. School

3. Society
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Table 3.4 Blank coding sheet for the style and contents of home literacy learning

Categories

Fei

Peter

Yu-en

Leah

Formal lessons
Informal learning
Parents as teachers
grandparents teachers
Teachers in the
community
Study time: after school
Study time: bedtime
Study time : weekend
Study time: vacations
English language
learning
Chinese language
learning
Chinese poetry learning
Chinese language text
book from home used
Math text book from
home used
English language work
book bought in U. S.
used
English book reading by
parents as study
Chinese book reading by
parents as study
English book reading
assigned as study to
children
English book reading as
play by children
Chinese book reading
assigned as work to
children
Chinese book reading by
children as play
English writing as work
assigned by parents
Chinese writing as work
assigned by parents
(teachers)
English writing as play
by children
Chinese writing as play
by children
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Shen

Ye

Mei

Han

Mu

Hui

Total

I. Ethical considerations
In an ethnographic study, ethical issues usually emerge either during the
collection of the data or during the dissemination of the findings. In regard to the
former, it was important to obtain formal consent from the families who
participated in this study. The parents in the pilot study had given me their oral
consent. However, all of the participants whom I have interviewed for this study
also signed a consent form (see the Appendix ).
Even after securing an informed consent form, ethical considerations
needed to be taken into account when working with the families. There is always
the possibility that the study may affect the lives and circumstances of those being
studied in ways that are subtle and difficult for the researcher to anticipate. While
some consequences could be foreseen and guarded against, others would be
unanticipated and undetected. In order to reduce the possibility of affecting the
lives of the participants, I did not initiate any literacy events during my visits.
In doing this research I was privy to very personal information.
Pseudonyms are used for the people involved in the study in order to protect their
anonymity. Any information which was too revealing as to the identity of a
family was not used for the sake of protecting the family's privacy.

J. Limitations of the study
There are a number of limitations to this study which can influence readers'
interpretation and use of the findings.
1. I investigated only one Chinese community located in a New England
college town in the United States. Therefore, I cannot infer that information on
this Chinese community pertains to other Chinese communities in the homeland,
or in the US. Since this was a loosely constructed community of academic people.
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the families may not be representative of Chinese people with different
backgrounds.
2. Some limitations arose from the methodology of the study. The
ethnographic approach gives the study its strengths. The descriptive work gives
the study a highly individualized and particularistic quality, but also limits the
study. Because of its individualized and particularistic quality, it is difficult to
generalize these findings to other situations. Another limitation of ethnographic
work is derived from its inherent nature: the partiality in representing cultural and
historical truths because the ethnographer, as well as his/her informants, can only
tell what they know, which is always a partial representation of the collective truth
(Clifford, 1986). Another reason for the partial nature of the data collected is that
it is never completely possible for an outsider to capture a family's naturally
occurring literacy events.
3. The research itself is inevitably limited by the fact of who I am. My
own identification with Chinese culture and my membership in this particular
community limited my ability to carry out the study in an entirely objective
manner. The descriptive and interpretive nature of qualitative research means the
work can never be free from the researcher's bias. I have sought to reduce this
limitation by examining my reactions to the events in the study and interpreting
them thoroughly. I have also used methods of triangulation, such as finding and
using multiple-data sources, to compare and check my perceptions with the
parents involved.
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CHAPTER IV
LITERACY PRACTICES
IN THE COMMUNITY AND AT HOME

A. Chapter overview
This chapter presents findings from the study of the home literacy practices
of a group of Chinese families living in a Chinese community located in a college
town in the northeast of United States. The Chinese families came to this country
because the parents were either graduate students or visiting scholars. In this
chapter, the findings about the literacy practices, resources in the community and
the families’ literacy practices at home, the parents’ perspectives on literacy and
their roles in their children’s literacy learning, and how these factors influenced
their home literacy practices, the families’ experiences of literacy learning in
American culture, and its influences on the families’ literacy practices are
discussed.
This chapter is divided into five sections that present and analyze the data.
The data presented in section B is organized by research question number one,
“What are the home literacy practices of a group of Chinese families living in a
community in the American society?” The first subsection offers a grand tour of
the literacy practices and resources in the local Chinese community. It describes
the literate environment, and the availability of literacy resources in the community
*

and how the families play a part in its cultural and literacy practices. The second
subsection describes the home literacy environments of the families. It serves as
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the background and facilitates the home literacy activities. The third subsection is
a preliminary description of the literacy practices in the homes of the ten families
involved in this study. Nine domains (Teale, 1986) are used to organize the home
literacy activities into manageable categories to present the data.
The data presented and analyzed in sections C and D address research
question number two: “What are the Chinese parents' perspectives about literacy,
schooling, and their role in their children's literacy development, and how have
these perspectives influenced the families’ home literacy practices? ” Section C
contains two subsections. The first subsection presents data on the parents’
perspectives on literacy, schooling, and the role of parents in their children’s
literacy development. The second subsection examines how their views on literacy
were formed from their personal experiences with education in their homes and in
the schools they attended as students.
Section D discusses how the families used literacy practices to construct
and maintain their Chinese identity and Chinese traditions, and how families used
literacy learning to achieve the goal of cultural transmission. The discussion in
this section includes why the children needed to have literacy learning at home and
the contents of learning. This section also shows how home learning helped
families construct and maintain Chinese traditions and values.
Sections E and F discuss research question number three: “How have
families experienced literacy learning in American culture, and how have these
experiences influenced the families’ home literacy practices?” Section E presents
the families’ accounts of how they have experienced the American way of literacy
learning through their children’s schooling. Section F presents data on how the
families’ American experiences in literacy learning influenced their home literacy
practices. This section presents data on how the parents have made
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accommodations to this new sociocultural situation and how they have prepared
their children to return to their homeland at the same time. The section also shows
how these experiences have served families in maintaining and changing the
cultural tradition of literacy learning and the tensions the families have
experienced during this process.
Section G is the summary of the chapter.

B. Home literacy practices of a group of Chinese families
living in an American community
This section describes the literacy resources of the local Chinese community
and how the families played a part on its cultural and literate practices. It also
describes the home literacy environments of the families and provides a
preliminary description of the literacy practices in the homes of the ten families
involved in this study. Nine domains (Teale, 1986) are used to organize the home
literacy activities into manageable categories to present the data.

1. Literacy practices in the community
There were rich educational practices in the Chinese community in which
the study was conducted. Cultural events, educational resources and the influence
of the community in the families’ literacy practices are discussed in this section.
According to Street (1984) literacy is a specific social practice that has
political and ideological significance. The literacy- related activities in the
Chinese community were social events with political and ideological significance.
The college- sponsored cultural events were aimed at promoting academic interests
and supported Asian culture and language studies. These interests and studies
helped people of the United States and Asian countries to understand each other
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and to build relationships. The activities arranged by the student associations
created a supportive atmosphere for studies of Asian culture as well as for Chinese
people who lived in this area. The Chinese people participated in these activities
to connect and socialize with each other and to define their membership in the
community. These events also provided cultural and educational opportunities for
their children.

a. Cultural events
According to the literature reviewed in Chapter Two, language learning is
closely related to cultural practices. Thus, literacy is situated in a social and
cultural context. The cultural events in the Chinese community in this college
town provided an important context for the families to help their children learn to
use both oral and written forms of the Chinese language.
Both the student associations and colleges offer lectures and meetings on
the topics of recent cultural, technological or political developments in their
homelands, informal ball games, Chinese movies, and holiday celebrations to the
community. People who came from different regions in Mainland China or
Taiwan attend these activities together, just as they study, work and live side by
side on the campuses. Usually the parents in this study would go to the lectures,
while the entire families would go to the movies, ball games, and the holiday
festivals together.
The local movie theaters in this college town rarely show Chinese movies.
Hence the families treasured opportunities to watch movies from the homeland
offered on the campuses. One spring semester during this study, the local colleges
offered five excellent Chinese movies. The Chinese community offered two, and
two colleges offered three Chinese movies as part of their Asian studies activities.
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The parents considered these Chinese movies to be an artistic form of cultural and
language education for the children.
During summertime, outdoor activities including ball games draw a large
number of participants. People form different teams to join tournaments. These
games last all summer, and many families come together in the late afternoons to
watch and participate in the games. Shen’s father was one of the organizers and a
respected referee of the volleyball games, and both Han-yan’s parents were
players. Shen and Han-yan were among a large number of children who served as
cheerleaders for the game. At these events, children have good opportunities to
observe how adults use the language with each other, and what the general rules
are in verbal and non-verbal communication in the community. This knowledge is
valuable for the children as a language resource.
Chinese holiday celebrations take place twice a year in the community:
Chinese New Year, the most important holiday of the year, and the second most
important one, the Mid-Autumn Festival, celebrated during the full moon in midAugust of the Chinese Lunar Calendar to celebrate harvest season. Usually
members of the community perform in these celebrations. They perform folk
songs, folk dances, martial arts, poetry, etc. before the big potluck dinner. Movies
and a dance party are usually offered after dinner. Families and children, with
guests of different nationalities, all participate. These occasions provide good
opportunities for the children to learn about their home culture.
All of the families in the study went to the holiday celebrations. Some of
them were performers, while others, the audience. Yu-en was one of the young
girls in a gymnastic performance during a Chinese New Year party when she was
in preschool. Their coach had served as one of the coaches in the Chinese national
gymnastic team in the past, and as a visiting coach for one of the college teams
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during that time. I worked as a bilingual tutor in the same kindergarten class that
the coach’s daughter attended. The four little girls in the performance were all
students of the coach’s Saturday gym class, and they spent considerable time
practicing the performance. Yu-en and the other girls were very excited about that
show. Their show was one of the highlights of that night.
These activities did not happen often but were important in that they served
to hold the community together. People could speak Chinese, eat Chinese food, sit
together to watch Chinese movies, make connections and renew their sense of
community.
Attending these activities helped the children develop their identity within
the Chinese culture, and helped them develop a strong sense of multiculturalism
since these activities took place on the campuses with Americans and other
international participants.

b. Educational resources
Besides educational activities such as movies and holiday celebrations,
there were other educational resources in the community. Former school teachers
from China lived in the community. Some of them were grandparents who came
to visit their children and grandchildren from the homeland. Some of the graduate
students and their spouses were professionals in education before coming to this
country and could offer their expertise in the community, too.
The instructors offered Chinese language lessons to the children in their
homes or on the campuses, such as Chinese language, art, music, gymnastics, etc.
After school child care was provided in private homes, and child care pools were
organized by the mothers with help from the university’s child care system. Some
of the child care providers offered language lessons, too. The school-aged older
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children usually brought study materials from school and from home with them
when they went to other families’ homes in the child care pool.
The colleges’ libraries had resources in Chinese, and some of them were
very rich. The local public libraries had a small section of Chinese books, usually
popular novels. These resources might not have been appropriate for the young
children to learn how to read and write, but certainly provided good resources for
the parents.

c. Community influence on the families’ literacy practice
The community influenced the families’ home literacy practices in two
ways: it provided a context for the families to share their experiences in home
learning and it reinforced the cultural value of learning. The parents learned and
shared their experiences and resources in home literacy learning in the
community. Rarely were there any written advertisements about the classes
offered to the children in the community anywhere, but word was spread by
individuals. Families shared information effectively.
Chapter Two of the literature review has revealed the value of learning in
Chinese culture. It was the same in this community. Parents whose children
studied hard at home had a good reputation in the community, because others
would see these people as responsible parents who taught their children to be good
learners. One of my friends and four other graduate students formed an after
school child care pool, helped by the child care department of her college. Due to
the shortage of after-school programs and child care services, the child care
department helped students form child care pools as an alternative form of child
care. There were five children from kindergarten to first grade in the pool she
joined. Three Chinese families joined this pool. My friend said that two Chinese

95

children brought literacy work to her home when she took care of the children.
She said that she did not need to pay much attention to the three children,
including her daughter, who were often occupied by their studies, while the other
two children would demand most of her attention. She thought that they needed
discipline.

2. Home literacy environment
The home literacy environment is an important aspect of the family’s
literacy practice. It sets up the stage, provides necessary materials, tools and
resources for literacy practice, and creates situations in which interactions between
family members occur (Bloome and Willett, 1992).
The families who came from Taiwan had tight financial situations. Some of
the parents in the families were graduate students or visiting scholars who held
teaching or research positions in the colleges with stipends. Their work usually
related to their studies. Some of the parents worked for a while before coming to
the United States for graduate study and usually had savings, and others received
financial support from their families back in Taiwan.
The financial situations of the families from Mainland China were even
tighter. They did not have savings or family financial support. In 1994
professionals living in China who were the same age and educational levels as the
parents in this study were paid well below $100 per month. Therefore, they did
not have savings. The support from their families and parents was not financial
but came in other forms, such as the grandparents either helping take care of their
grandchildren in the homeland while their children went to study in the U.S., or
coming to here to join their children to help with household work and teaching
their grandchildren in home learning activities. Parents in this study who did not
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have teaching or research positions in the colleges, as well as the non-graduate
student spouses, had to do various kinds of work to pay school expenses and
support their families. Usually they worked long and inconvenient hours at
various places.
Most of the ten families in this study lived in small one- or two- bedroom
apartments on campuses. Some of them lived in the college housing complex for
the entire length of this study, such as Shen, Han-yan, Ye, and Mumu’s families,
and others moved out into other places in the town after a while, such as Mei and
Hui-run’s families. In the small apartments where the families lived, the living
room served as the main area for many activities. The room was divided into
several areas: dining, study, TV, children’s play area. In four out of the ten
families, part of the living room functioned as a bedroom, too. When the family
had a one bedroom apartment, part of the living room usually served as the second
bedroom for the child or grandparents.
Although the families had tight budgets, most of them managed to have a
literacy-rich home environment, which served as a powerful foundation for the
children to become literate (Glazer and Burke, 1994). Each of the ten families had
a home environment rich with literacy materials and equipment which they used
for literacy activities, such as books, newspapers, magazines, children’s books, art
supplies, computers, etc. The adults in the families modeled the use of literacy for
their children. Many of the parents in the families were students themselves, and
literacy was one of their study tools. The parents spent a large part of their time at
home reading books, magazines, using computers to write term papers, stories,
letters, dissertations, etc. Some of the families had their own computers and used
these at home, while others used the college’s computer labs to do their writing.
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Here are two examples of the home literacy environments. At Shen’s home,
the study materials and children’s books were placed either on the top of Shen’s
little desk or in the drawers. This was on one wall of the family’s living room. A
second wall contained a music stand with sheet music, two violins, a full sized one
for the father, a smaller one for the son. On the third wall was a TV, VCR and
video game equipment. Shen’s bed was on the fourth wall of the room near the
window. The father, a published short story writer, a graduate student in the
English Creative Writing Program working on his Master’s Degree, used the
college’s computer lab to write his stories. Sometimes he worked on drafts at
home too. Shen’s mother put the assigned work on top of his desk for him after
school. She went to work before Shen arrived home from school each weekday.
The assigned work usually contained written demonstrations to guide Shen on how
to complete it.
Ye’s mother often used a computer to write her papers at home. The
computer lay on the top of a drawer in the living room. In one of the big drawers
was Ye’s ‘library,’ which held many children’s books, in both English and
Chinese. Ye’s piano stood beside the drawer. A small desk for Ye stood next to
the piano. The top of the desk held a Chinese textbook collection. There were
notebooks for writing, crayons, pencils and markers. Beside the desk was Ye’s
bed where Ye sat during home learning sessions. The TV and VCR were put in
the parents’ bedroom, and Ye had no free access to them.
The adults served as models of literacy. Many of them taught their children
in literacy learning activities at home. For example, Ye’s mother usually did her
course work at home. Ye knew that her mother’s work was important, and she
should not disturb her concentration while she was writing. Her mother had to
work hard to be a good student. Ye’s mother and grandfather taught Ye and her
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sister during home lessons. The mother taught Ye Chinese most of the time, and
the grandfather was Ye’s math teacher. They also provided Ye and her sister a
Chinese language environment by speaking to them in Chinese, providing Chinese
books for reading, and arranging the use of the home language to communicate
with relatives and friends, which was very important for Ye’s learning of oral and
written Chinese.
The following section is a detailed report of home literacy practices for
these families.

3. Literacy practices in the homes
The findings discussed in this section show that the families’ lives were rich
with activities mediated by literacy, either spontaneously or deliberately arranged
by the parents. The data about the activities can be divided into nine domains
following Teale (1986). They are: daily living routines, work, religion,
participation in the information network, entertainment, interpersonal
communication, school- related activities, storybook time, and literacy learning.
The last five domains were more closely observed during the study, and are
discussed in detail in this chapter.
Among the nine domains, the activities in the first six domains either
spontaneously occurred or were required by social institutions. The families lived
in a literate society where literacy is necessary in daily life: they worked in the
schools where they used literacy as a main tool for teaching and learning; they
used Bible reading as a language learning method; they sought useful information
in written texts; they used reading as a means of entertainment, as well as for
personal communication.

99

Besides spontaneous literacy use, the parents deliberately arranged activities
to help their children in literacy learning: homework time; book reading; and after¬
school and vacation time language instruction at home.

a. Daily living routines
Daily living routines mediated by literacy in the homes included reading
advertisements, junk mail, labels, and signs, going shopping, paying bills, and
participating in what was required in social institutions. An obvious phenomenon
was that in a literate society, people’s daily lives are inseparable from reading and
writing. This study found that literacy was required in all of the families’ daily
living routines.
The families used literacy to meet daily material needs. Finding useful
information from advertisements required careful reading. Advertisements from
the supermarkets, department stores, and other mail might provide information that
the family needed. Mothers, children and sometimes the whole family looked at
the advertisements together to find the items they needed to buy. The families
were not familiar with the American stores. They did not have the experience such
as the next door American neighbors who had shopped in certain stores frequented
by their families since their youth. Since the graduate students’ families usually
lived on tight budgets, finding discount stores and items with good prices was no
small matter. They had to figure out where they could find the things they needed
to buy.
The families used literacy to maintain connections with important social
institutions. They received letters from the schools, the town, banks, the housing
office, The Foreign Student Office or Immigration Office, etc. They had to read
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the letters to receive the messages and give proper responses to maintain their
status as members of those institutions.
The families used literacy to function in the local campus community. They
needed to read the flyers about coming events, such as notices of movies and other
cultural events. In the hospitals, on the road, and in shopping centers, they had to
read the signs and labels and find their way around in the community.
The following is a list of the reading and writing activities recorded from
one Saturday that was part of the daily routine in Peter’s family:
— Readings: Note from Peter’s class about next week’s field trip which
Peter brought from school, a rent payment notice from the housing office
delivered by the office worker through a slot in their door, mail including a
postcard about missing children, a Chinese newspaper, a monthly statement
from the bank, a letter from Peter’s grandparents, advertisements from
supermarkets, department stores, auto repair shops, mail order companies.
Flyers posted near the mailbox about rooms for sublet, sales, etc. Peter and
his parents then read mail at home; the father and mother read the letter
together, and then the father read the rent payment notice from the housing
office and bank, then advertisements. Next the mother read the field trip
notice and then advertisements, too, while Peter read the children’s section
of the newspaper.
— Writing: The father wrote a check to the housing office to pay the rent
which he later sent by campus mail, and the mother signed her name to give
permission for Peter to go on the field trip, following which she wrote a
shopping list.
— More reading during shopping: road signs on their way to the
supermarket, looking for the right products and checking the sizes and
prices. Peter was good at helping his mother with the items on the lower
shelves.
— More readings after shopping: directions on the frozen food packages for
cooking.

There was reading and writing that needed to be done to maintain daily life
in Mei’s home, too. Mei’s mother liked to read advertisements, junk mail, labels,
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and signs with her daughter, to teach her what was useful and what needed to be
thrown away. She also let her daughter help her find the right brand when
shopping. She even taught Mei about how to pay the bills and how to write checks
while Mei was in kindergarten. Mei liked to read labels on all kinds of products
the family bought, such as shampoo and bug spray, to practice and enjoy her newly
acquired reading skills. Her mother was happy that Mei could read and tell
everybody in the family the useful information.

b. Work
Many parents worked in the colleges and other places that required reading
and writing. Reading and writing were part of their work, such as preparing for
lessons, grading students’ papers if they were teaching assistants, writing research
reports and papers if they were research assistants. Sometimes they did this kind
of work at home.

c. Religion
The families in this study did not widely practice any religion. From my
observation of community life, most of the older Chinese graduate students, like
the parents in this study, did not engage much in religious activities, but the
younger ones in their twenties, from both Taiwan and Mainland China, went to
churches and joined religious studies more often. A Chinese church that was
affiliated with the churches in Taiwan sent a priest. Only one family read the
Bible among the families in the study. Visitors from the church read the Bible
with this family for an hour each week. They read both the Chinese and English
versions. Chinese language learning was the aim of both parties. The visitors
from the church used Bible reading to learn oral Chinese, while the mother used it
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as learning material for her daughter to practice her Chinese reading. A children’s
version of the Bible in Chinese translation was used in the study. Therefore, the
Bible was used as literacy learning tool here.

d. Participating in the information network
The families participated in the information network via computer or other
traditional methods of reading and writing to gather and share information with
others. Some of the families used a computer network to get and send information
to other people. Han-yan’s, Ye’s, Mumu’s, and Hui-run’s parents used a computer
network to get news and other information especially news about the homeland.
They used E-mail to send and receive letters from friends or research partners.
Others used traditional methods such as books, magazines, newspapers, etc. to
gather information to share with friends and colleagues. Fei and his father shared
what they read from the newspapers about sporting events. Fei also shared this
information with his friends. Mei’s label-reading helped her share the information
inside her family.

e. Entertainment
Many forms of entertainment use language to convey a message. There are
at least two different ways in which written language is used. One is that language
itself is the source of entertainment, such as reading a novel or a storybook. In
another way, language is instrumental in entertainment; for example, when a child
reads the rules of a game, the purpose of the reading is not to enjoy the reading
itself but for the child to be able to play and enjoy the game.
At all of the homes in this study, language was used as a source of
entertainment. Storybook reading was especially seen as a form of entertainment

103

by the families. Adults as well as children read storybooks or they read books
together for enjoyment. The following are two examples of reading and writing as
entertainment activities.
Ye’s mother considered reading storybooks as play activities, and Ye
enjoyed it as an entertainment activity. Ye said that there was not usually much
time left after she finished all her homework from school and from her mother.
She was happy if she could squeeze in some time to read storybooks. She
considered that to be her reward after hard work and a way to amuse herself.
Since book reading served as play and entertainment, it had to be done after work,
which had a top priority. Ye could read storybooks not related to her study only at
the end of her busy day. This was Ye’s record of learning activities on an ordinary
Friday after school (Figure 4. 1. All figures are at the end of this chapter):
3:15 PM
3:20-4:25
7:48-8:48
8:52-9:30
10:15-10:46
10:49-11:01

-arrived home from school
-Chinese study
-piano practice
-math
-diary writing
-English book reading

This schedule shows that Ye did not have much time to read books for
pleasure. She did her Chinese study before dinner, practiced piano, and did math
and diary writing after dinner. This was the work her mother wanted her to do.
Only at eleven o’clock did she find time to read storybooks for pleasure. She read
English books right before going to sleep. It was the reward after a hard working
day.
Reading and writing also gave Mei pleasure. Mei liked to read English folk
tales. After finishing her English and Chinese studies, she had time to read one of
her favorite books. After reading certain books she would copy the book word by
word in a notebook. Her mother did not assign this, she chose it as an activity to
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entertain herself. Figure 4. 2 is a page of her copying. The notebook comprises
her own collection of favorite folk tales.
Literacy was also instrumental in entertainment. It was widely used in the
families as a tool for entertainment activities, such as reading the instructions of
different board games and computer games. For example, when Fei’s mother
bought him Monopoly, he read the rules of the game to find out how to play. He
had played the game at a friend’s house once. Careful reading of the rules was
needed because Monopoly differed so much from Chinese board games. When
Shen’s father bought a new video game, Shen and his father read the handbook
together to figure out how to play the game. Hui-run read the instructions of a new
computer game with his parents to learn how to play.

f. Interpersonal communication
The families in this study used written language widely for communication.
The families wrote and received letters to and from friends and relatives,
especially those in the homeland. Some of them used regular mail, while others
used computer E-mail. This was a very important part in each family’s life. It
created a bond between the families and their homelands.
The following are two episodes that demonstrate how literacy was used for
interpersonal communication.
Ye’s mother spoke of one episode:
I have a friend who has a daughter just two months older than mine. The
two girls are good friends. My friend and her daughter stayed in the United
States for a year and went back to China at the beginning of last summer.
The two girls wrote letters to each other. This is a good opportunity for my
daughter to exercise her Chinese writing. Both girls have studied how to
read and write Chinese at home during first grade while attending school in
the United States. My friend’s daughter started to learn intensive Chinese
during the summer after returning home, and her good Chinese reading and
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writing skills allowed her to enter second grade in Beijing last fall. Her
Chinese has improved greatly since their return. The letters from my
friend's daughter to my daughter have made her realize that she needs to
work harder on her Chinese to catch up to her friend.

Figure 4. 3 is part of a letter Ye received from her friend who had returned to
Beijing.
Not only did the older children use writing for communication, the younger
ones had their ways of using writing also. Han-yan’s mother spoke of how her
daughter used writing to communicate with their relatives in the homeland:
Last week I told my daughter that my mother and father, her grandmother
and grandfather, missed her very much. “Could you write them a letter?”
She answered “Ah!” Then, she immediately took out a piece of paper, and
filled in both sides. I remember it was a very interesting letter, but I am
unable to show you the letter because we already sent it to her grandparents.
[What language was it written in?] Both Chinese and English. In this
letter, she wrote: “I miss you very much,” then wrote “grandma, grandpa”,
and then she wrote my name and my sister's on it. She asked me how to
write “aunt,” I showed her the spelling and she wrote the word on the
letter. She then drew pictures of several animals on the letter, and then she
did mathematical problems. My husband has taught her mathematics at
home. Now she is learning multiplication, and the multiplication table. She
wrote part of it on the letter, such as 2x2=4, 2x3=6. Then she wrote the
English alphabet and numbers, from small to large, such as one million.
When one side of the paper was filled, she used the other side. She thought
it was a good letter. Finally, she wrote, “Love, Han-yan.”

g. School related activities
In this domain, the activity is directly related to the social institution of
school. There are two ways in which the school was linked to literacy activities in
most of the Chinese homes in this study: the children’s homework from school and
the parents’ school work.
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i. The children’s school work The most relevant school- related activity
was homework. The families always gave homework top priority. The children
not only finished all their homework on time, but also with high quality because
the families treated their children’s schooling seriously. Parents saw schooling as
the children’s legitimate work. Most of the parents thought that going to school
and being a good student was the most important thing in their children’s lives. In
each family the children had routine times to do homework. Some of the families
set after school as homework time, while others let the children do their homework
after dinner. Usually children had to finish their school work before other home
learning activities.
The types and amount of homework depended on the grade level as well as
the children’s teachers. In general, the higher the grade, the longer the time
needed for finishing the homework. Each family had different arrangements or
agreements for their children to do homework.
Among the nine school- aged children (Yu-en was in preschool during the
preliminary study), Leah was the oldest. She was in seventh grade during the
study; since this was a higher grade level, the difficulties of English language, as
well as the homework itself, required her to work more than four hours each day to
finish. On many days she worked very late into the night. She dealt not only with
the subject matter, but also with English as a foreign language. The family stayed
in this country for only one year. During that year, she went to ESL class to learn
English, continued her Chinese studies in the Chinese class offered by the school,
and attended regular math, physical education and other classes where language
was not considered to be a barrier. But in math class, besides the difficulty of the
subject matter, language was still something she struggled with. She spent a large
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amount of homework time on math to figure out the math problems she needed to
solve. It was not an easy task for her to get on the school’s Honor Roll in both
semesters of that year.
Ye spent less time than Leah for homework each day, since she was still in
elementary school. She arrived home after school at about a quarter after three
each afternoon and did homework for about an hour or an hour and a half. If there
was more homework, she would finish it after dinner. Friday was different
because there was time on the weekends to do the work.
Mumu’s homework was different from other children’s, since she went to a
school that had a Chinese/English bilingual program. Her homework was not only
in English, but Chinese as well. She usually did not do her homework until later in
the day. She loved to watch Barney and Friends on TV. After school she would
have a little rest and some snacks, and watch her favorite program. Afterward she
would watch the news with her parents and eat dinner. After dinner from 7 PM to
9:30 PM she did homework and other studies. Because she was in the first grade,
the written homework came from only her Chinese/ESL class. A page of work
was given once a week. The Chinese homework (Figure 4. 4) required her to copy
new characters five times each with phonetic symbols. Then the children had to
use each word to make a sentence, a typical Chinese style exercise. The ESL
homework was bilingual (Figure 4. 5). The children learned new English
vocabulary in ESL class. These words came from the children’s regular English
class. During one week in the spring, Mumu’s regular class learned about the
human body. They learned words such as muscle, abdomen, stomach, etc. The list
of the vocabulary was then sent to the bilingual teacher. The bilingual teacher
taught the children these words in Chinese. She gave two versions of the written
Chinese. One was the simplified form with the Latin alphabet phonetic symbols
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used in Mainland China, and the other was the traditional form with traditional
phonetic symbols used in Taiwan. The Chinese children in Mumu’s school were
from both places, so they learned both. The bilingual homework for the children
was to read the list of words in both English and Chinese, and then to write
English words in alphabetical order.
Additional school- related work for Mumu was Chinese book reading. The
Chinese bilingual teacher encouraged her students to read. When a child borrowed
a Chinese book from her to read and wrote a written report, he or she would get
three tickets. After the child received one hundred tickets, the teacher would give
that child a book as a reward. The award motivated Mumu and she read for a
whole semester to get a book. Afterward she did not read any more, since she had
read almost all the books for her age level from her teacher. Actually it was her
mother who read these books to her. This will be discussed in a later section—
Storybook time.

ii. The parents’ school work The other school-related work was the
parents’ schoolwork, since many of them were graduate students themselves. Both
of Yu-en’s parents, along with Han-yan and Mumu’s fathers were writing their
dissertations using computers. Ye’s mother often did her coursework writing at
home.

h. Storybook time
Reading books with children, especially at bedtime, is a pattern of literacy
practice in mainstream American families. Four families in the study read books
with their children at bedtime, just like their American counterparts. Three other
families read books with their children whenever they had free time, and three

109

other families encouraged their children, all of whom were older, to read books by
themselves. The parents bought or borrowed books from the town’s and colleges’
libraries. The children brought books from the school, either borrowed from their
teachers or the school’s library. These were usually English books. The families
brought books from the homeland, and received books as gifts from friends and
relatives. Most of these were Chinese books but some of them were English.
All children in the families read storybooks. Shen’s mother borrowed and
bought books for him. The mother showed me once some of the books she bought
for him. One of the books was The True Story of the Three Little Pigs, by A. Wolf
(Scieszka, 1989). She bought this book when Shen was in the third grade. She
said that American children’s literature is good, and young children found these
books humorous and attractive. Soon Shen could read those books by himself, and
then he read chapter books. His mother usually assigned several pages or a chapter
each day for Shen to read. During the summertime, the mother asked Shen’s
teacher to give him a reading list. She would help Shen borrow those books in the
libraries to read.
Ye read storybooks by herself and to her two-year-old sister. In her
mother’s big desk’s drawer she had both English and Chinese books. Some of the
books the family brought from China, and some were gifts from relatives. When
friends left this country, they would give their children’s books to Ye. Therefore,
she had a large collection of books. These books were published in places such as
Mainland China, Hong Kong and Taiwan.
Mei started to read books by herself while in kindergarten. She liked to
read and read better in English, although her mother said that she spent longer
learning Chinese than English. Besides copying the folk tales, Mei also wrote her
own stories. The mother brought her to the town’s public library to borrow books

regularly. The library had a large children’s room with a very rich collection of
children’s books.
Hai-Yen’s father borrowed books with tapes from the public library. He
read storybooks to her at bedtime and she listened to the tapes, too. She knew a lot
of stories that she heard at school from her teacher, such as The Gingerbread Man.
She quickly learned to recognize words in the books, and after a while she could
read those books herself.
Mumu liked to read English books by herself. Two bookshelves in the
bedroom held Mumu’s books. About seventy percent of the books were English,
and the others were Chinese. Although she learned Chinese at home and at school,
she still could not read Chinese books by herself. She could use phonetic symbols
to make the sounds of the Chinese characters if there were such symbols attached.
This slow process, however, spoiled the fun of reading, so she preferred to have
her mother read the Chinese books. She thought English books were easier to read
than Chinese ones because she could sound out words she had heard and realize
the meaning. She read traditional Chinese storybooks, such as West Journey,
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made into a picture book for children, and folk tales from around the world,
especially Japanese folk tales. Her mother said that when Mumu was only two
years old, she often read books to her. Both she and her daughter liked to go to the
town’s library. The library had a lot of beautiful books and other learning
activities. They borrowed books often. Each day the mother read to her before
bedtime. She said: “I read books to her until my mouth was too dry to read any
more each day.”
Hui-run’s mother began to read to him when he was a baby. Therefore,
reading books became a habit for him. A hearing problem was diagnosed when he
was about three to four years of age. He was sent to see a speech therapist and

learned how to read English books in these speech therapy sessions. His favorite
books were the big red dog Clifford’s stories (a series of books written by
Bridwell). At the age of four Hui-run was able to read to his mother. The two of
them took turns reading books to each other often. They could read about ten
books in one session. At about the age of five, a new baby was born in the family.
Hui-run began to read books by himself. He was angry at his mother for not
giving him all of her attention as before. He usually sat on the sofa, putting the
book in his laps to read, away from his parents and his little brother. It seemed
reading books became his refuge.
Many children read books by themselves. Parents only read to the very
young children who could not read books themselves, or at the children’s request
when they had difficulties reading, such as when Mumu asked her mother to read
Chinese books to her. There were not many interactions between parents and
children during book reading. This was consistent with the Chinese cultural focus
on the fine products of tasks and not the process; book reading was treated as
“reading the words of the book,” with no additional discussion.

i. Literacy learning
The purpose of reading and writing in this domain was not for enjoyment,
but to help other people, usually the child in the family, learn to read and write
(Teale, 1986). This domain was connected to the domain of school-related
literacy, but was different in two ways: it supported children’s literacy learning in a
broader sense and it taught the children things valued by the families.
All the families in this study were involved with the teaching and learning
of literacy in different forms and contents. The literacy studies found in the
families included either Chinese or English, or both Chinese and English language

leaning. Table 4.1 is the coding sheet on families’ home literacy activities used for
literacy learning, to show the contents of literacy learning in each of the families.

Table 4.1 Coding sheet of home literacy activities.

Categories

Fei

Peter

Formal lessons
Informal learning
Parents as teachers
Grandparents as
teachers
Teachers in the
community
Study time: after
school
Study time: bedtime

yes
yes
yes

yes
yes
yes

Study time : weekend

yes

yes

Study time: vacations

yes

yes

Yu-en
yes
yes
yes

Leah

Shen

Ye

Mei

Han

Mu

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes
yes

yes
yes

yes
yes
yes
yes

yes
yes
yes

yes

yes

yes

yes
yes
yes

yes
yes

7
7
9
4

1
I

1

|

yes

yes

yes
yes
yes
yes
yes

yes

yes
yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes
yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

Chinese text book
from home used

yes

yes

yes

Math text book from
home used
English work book
bought in U. S. used

yes

yes

yes

yes
yes

yes

yes

yes
yes

yes

yes

Chinese learning
Chinese poetry
learning

yes

yes

yes

yes
yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

4
yes

7

2

yes

2

yes

3

1

yes

Eng. reading assigned
as study by parents
English book reading
as play by children

yes

yes

Chinese book reading
assigned as work by
parents

yes

yes

yes

yes

Chinese reading by
children as play
Eng. writing assigned
as work by parents

yes

yes

yes

yes

Chinese writing
assigned as work by
parents (teachers)

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

6
5

4
1

yes
yes

10

3

yes

yes

10
10

3

yes

yes

9

6

yes

English reading
assigned as study by
parents
Chinese reading
assigned as study by
parents

Chinese writing as
play by children

Total

yes

English learning

English writing as
play by children

Hui

yes

yes

yes

6

yes

yes
yes

yes

3
I

i. Chinese learning All of the families in this study offered Chinese
language activities to their children. Parents either taught their children Chinese at
home or sent them to Chinese classes offered in the community. The parents
considered Chinese literacy ability crucial because it either prepared the children to
go back to school in their homeland, or helped them to be bilingual. The following
are the stories of how Ye, Mei, Han-yan, and Mumu learned their Chinese.

Ye Ye’s mother taught Ye reading and writing in Chinese at home. Her
mother used elementary school textbooks which Ye and her father brought to the
US The mother had used those books in Ye’s Chinese learning since first grade.
Her mother wanted her to study at the same grade level as the children in their
homeland. Each day after school, mother and daughter would sit down to study.
The two of them sat by Ye’s little desk, while the mother would read aloud the text
of each new lesson from the Chinese textbook (Figure 4.6), and Ye would follow
along. The mother would then teach her the sounds and the meaning of each new
word. She would show Ye the structure of the new word and its connection with
the ones she already knew, and she would demonstrate how to write it. The
mother would analyze the text by explaining the meaning of each sentence, and
then the meanings of the whole lesson. After that she would ask Ye questions to
see how much she understood and if they needed to study that lesson longer. Ye
would practice reading aloud, and then complete the writing exercise of the new
words. The writing exercise included copying new characters and writing exercise
for comprehension, such as answering questions in writing about the story, the
characters or the theme of the text. On the following days, the mother would
assign more reading and writing exercises. She would ask her to use the new

words to make sentences and answering questions about the text. These were for
testing her comprehension and to reinforce her understanding of the text. A long
lesson would take more than one week to finish. After studying about eight to ten
Chinese language textbooks, each of which was used for a semester in elementary
schools in Mainland China, Ye’s reading and writing in Chinese progressed fast.
Her mother asked her to write more compositions in Chinese and gave her more
vocabulary to learn.

Mei Mei started to learn Chinese at home when she attended kindergarten
in public school. She learned two first- grade textbooks with her mother and
grandparents in one year. Since the second semester of first-grade she was sent to
a Chinese teacher to learn Chinese for another year. The teacher, Grandma Chen,
now retired and visiting her children in America, had been an elementary school
principal in Mainland China.
Mei went to Grandma Chen’s class once a week on Sunday afternoons,
from 2 o’clock to 3 o’clock. Grandma Chen used Chinese language textbooks
from Mainland China’s elementary schools. Since Mei had already studied the
textbooks for first graders, Grandma Chen let her start the second grader’s
textbook, textbook number three. At the end of the year, Mei was in the middle of
textbook number four (there are twelve text books in total used from first to sixth
grades in China’s elementary schools). Mei did not like to go to Grandma Chen’s
class. She thought the lessons were boring and the teacher too strict. But her
mother insisted and she had to attend the class. Figure 4.7 is the cover of Mei’s
first grade text books, and Figure 4.8 is a sample of the lessons.
Grandma Chen asked Mei to write every new word six times as her
homework. She had to be able to write these words without looking at the

textbook or with any assistance in the next class. She also had to use each new
character to form new words. In modem Chinese, the words are usually composed
of two or more characters. A character can have different meanings in different
situations when combined with other characters. In order to be able to use newly
learned characters to form words, one has to have a relatively large vocabulary
available for making the right combination. What Grandma Chen asked Mei to do
was an advanced task. It could be difficult for a child who might not have enough
vocabulary yet for this kind of work. Another kind of exercise Mei needed to do
was to use each new word to make a sentence.
After Grandma Chen left, Mei’s mother continued her lessons for Mei at
home. The mother followed Grandma Chen’s teaching method because she
thought it was a good way of teaching and believed she had to use it for Mei to
learn well. But sometimes the mother let Mei do her own writing. Besides the
characters, Mei liked to do free writing. Figure 4. 9 is a copy of Mei’s writing in
her writing notebook, in the traditional style with square spaces designed for young
children to leam to write Chinese characters. What she wrote is:
Mei loves Mom, thank you. I want to read books, write, solve math
problems, draw pictures, sing songs, watch flowers, plum flowers, plant
corns, plant peanuts. Please have some fish.

Han-yan Han-yan’s grandmother stayed here for a year when the girl went
to a preschool. She taught Han-yan reading and writing in Chinese. The grandma
used Mainland China’s elementary school textbook and a collection of one
hundred Tang dynasty poems in her teaching. Han-yan learned to recite many
Tang poems. By the time Han-yan entered kindergarten, grandma had left. Her
mother continued these lessons, but not as regularly. I worked in her kindergarten
class, where there were three Chinese children. Once the American teacher asked

me to find some learning materials in Chinese to honor the culture and to help
children learn to use color words. I found a Tang dynasty poem written by a
seven-year-old boy. It was a famous poem which had four lines:
goose, goose, goose,
curve your long neck to the sky when you sing,
your white feathers float upon the green water,
and your red feet wade through clear water. 2
The teacher and I wrote this poem in both English and Chinese. I taught the
children to read it in Chinese and then the teacher taught it in English. While I
read the Chinese in the second line, Han-yan’s eyes were shining and she was able
to read along. I could tell she had learned this poem at home before.

Mumu Mumu learned Chinese from her mother. They used textbooks
brought from Taiwan and commercial exercise books designed to match the
textbook. Mumu enjoyed the written work. She considered the exercise books,
which had pictures and fill-in blanks, the best part of the work. Figure 4.10 is a
page of her workbook. Then she would write her diary in English. In her diary
she wrote things that happened in her life, the books she read, her piano lessons,
the weather, etc. (Figure 4.11). After the diary, she would write her own stories
and draw pictures with the story. If she borrowed a Chinese book from the school,
she would ask her mother to read to her and then she would write her a book
report. All of the work would usually take more than two hours to complete. On
weekends and during summer vacation, Mumu had more free time, so the mother
asked her to do more work.
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ii. English learning When the families in this study arrived in the United
States, the parents sent their children to school. The parents’ first concern was,
how could the children learn English fast enough so they could function in school?
Therefore, helping the children learn English was the top priority. Shen’s,
Mumu’s and Hui-run’s English learning experiences are presented in detail in this
section.

Shen Shen learned English slowly, and his parents were worried about his
progress. Shen arrived in this country only one month earlier than Ye. He was
seven and Ye was six then. They were in the same mixed first and second grade
class together, where Shen was a second grader and Ye was a first grader. But he
learned English much more slowly than she did. After a year of attending the
American school, and with the help of ESL classes each day for forty- five
minuets, Ye could read and write in English. Ye could write page long stories, but
Shen still could not read and needed a tutor to help him participate in the learning
activities in the class.
Shen’s mother asked her friends what she could do to help him. Some of
them told her that reading books was a good way to learn language, and that there
were good children’s books to buy or borrow from the libraries. These friends
were also Chinese who had come to this country earlier and had their own
experiences in helping their children to learn English. The mother told me she
found that the children’s books that her son borrowed from the school library each
week were wonderful. The mother bought books from book clubs when the
teacher sent the order form home. She also helped her son to use the town library.
But the mother could not read the books with Shen, because she needed to go to
work and her English was not good enough to read with him. She had to let him
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read alone, and there was no one to share the fun of reading at home. That might
be one of the reasons why Shen learned English slowly.

Mumu Mumu’s mother talked about Mumu’s storybook writing as her way
of doing English exercises at home:
I was anxious that Mumu would not learn both English and Chinese well
enough. But right now I am more concerned with her English. Since our
English wasn’t good, how could we help her learn English? The only way
was to encourage her to read books. When I realized she liked to draw
pictures and write stories, I encouraged her to continue, and bought her
special notebooks. Mumu used these notebooks often. She wrote many
stories in them and drew many pictures along with the writing.

In this special notebook, Mumu wrote many stories and drew beautiful
pictures along with writing (Figure 4.12).

Hui-run In Hui-run’s family, the parents’ struggles in helping their child to
learn literacy skills were entirely different. The following is a story of how Huiran learned how to read.
Although Hui-run was born in this country, he did not learn much English
until he started to attend preschool as his parents spoke only Chinese at home.
Along with the language barrier, he had separation anxiety and a hearing problem.
The hearing problem had not been discovered at that time. This is his mother’s
recollection of what the family went through over two years to help Hui-run
overcome his language delay:
We speak only Chinese at home. We did not want to teach our son English
ourselves. Although both my husband’s and my own English is good
enough to attend graduate school, our pronunciation is not good. The other
reason for us to speak only Chinese at home is we want our son to speak
Chinese. When Hui-run was about two months before his third birthday, we
started to send him to school. We wanted him to start school and to learn
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English. But Hui-run could not get used to the school. Therefore, there
was no way for him to learn the school language. He cried non-stop during
the entire time at school. My husband or I had to be with him in the school.
We tried several schools, because we thought that it could be that the school
was not right for him.
Finally we sent him to a school where the teachers found what was
wrong with him, after he had been crying for about two months in the class.
He was diagnosed as having separation anxiety from his parents. The
teachers said that they could help him. It was a preschool class for special
needs children in a public school. We were happy that we found the right
place for him. We paid tuition for him as other normal children in the
beginning, and were told it was free of charge after the diagnosis. Near the
end of that semester, we found out that with the help of the special needs
teacher and a Chinese tutor hired especially for him, he did not cry any
more.
But the teachers told us that he did not learn any English, after
attending the school for almost a whole semester. He still kept speaking to
everybody in Chinese. When others spoke to him, sometimes he would not
respond. The teachers asked me to take him for a hearing test. I never
thought that Hui-run had a hearing problem, because he did learn how to
speak, and his language development was fine, though his pronunciation of
Chinese is strange. I thought he was like my husband who is not very good
at language himself, and since English is his second language, he may need
more time to learn. But the teachers kept asking me to do it. Finally I
brought him for a test and discovered that he really had a hearing problem.
He was about three- and- a half years- old then.
Later we found out that his hearing problem was progressive. It was
a rare hearing disease. Then the battle began. Hui-run was referred to
Mass General Hospital in Boston. We went to the hospital every two weeks
for his treatment for about a year. Finally the disease was stabilized. Then
I found him a hospital in an adjoining town for speech therapy three times a
week, each time for an hour for another year. It was a very painful time for
the family. Those two years of physical labor driving him back and forth
between the hospitals was difficult. The emotional stress was too heavy to
bear: whether the progress of the disease can be stopped, if he could learn
English, and what his future would be. The financial burden was high: we
had to pay 20% of the cost each time we went to the hospitals, while our
health insurance paid the rest. The 20% payment was a large sum of
money, totaling several thousand dollars. When I got married, my family
gave me some dowry money. We used that money to make the payments.
At that time, my husband was doing post-doctorate work and not earning
much money. My son benefited from the speech therapy tremendously. He
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learned not only how to speak English, but also how to read. Now, with a
pair of hearing aids, he hears well.

iii. Other literacy related learning activities Besides direct language
learning, parents provided other indirect literacy learning activities for the children
at home including puzzles and computer and video games.
Han-yan’s father did puzzles with her often. They would see who could
complete the puzzle faster. The father saw doing puzzles as an important way to
learn skills such as vocabulary building and pattern recognition. While they were
doing a United States map puzzle, they learned the names and shapes of each
State, and also where they are. The father was amazed that Han-yan was much
faster than he was. He thought the reason could be that Han-yan learned to do
puzzles at an early age, while he started to do puzzles much later in his life. It was
not as easy for him to recognize the patterns and shapes as for her.
Both Ye and Shen learned math at home. They learned not only math skills
but also logical thinking and Chinese language, since the books or work sheets
they used were written in Chinese.
Ye’s mother taught her mathematics. They used the elementary schools’
math textbooks brought from Mainland China. After Ye’s baby sister was born,
the grandparents took turns coming here from Mainland China to help, so Ye’s
mother would have time to continue her study. The grandmother was here for a
year. After she went back, the grandfather came for a year. During the summer,
the grandfather taught Ye more math.
When Shen got back from school, usually neither of his parents were at
home. The mother could not teach Shen face to face, but she wrote examples to
show Shen how to do the assignment on the math work sheets (for a sample of the
work sheet, see Figure 4.13). She also assigned books for him to read. After Shen
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got home from school, he ate some snacks and then did his homework from
school. After he finished the homework, he worked on his mother’s assignment.
Only after he finished all this work could he play outside with his friends. The
mother worked several evenings a week. After the father and the son had dinner
together, it was time to play violin for two hours each day.
The mother would check Shen’s work when she got home at ten or later. If
Shen did not finish all the work, he had to wake up to finish the work. The mother
used a book about elementary school math and problem solving from China as her
reference to write the math worksheets for Shen. Figure 4. 14 is the cover of one
of the reference books, and Figure 4. 15 is the results of a day’s math work. The
math worksheets were also a form of Chinese learning, because they were written
in Chinese. Shen had to read the questions carefully, so he could know how to do
the problems.

4. Summary
From the families’ stories about literacy learning, it was clear that the
families’ lives were rich with literacy uses in the community and in their homes.
The community offered different literacy resources such as cultural events and
language learning opportunities and these influenced the families’ literacy
practices.
Since the families lived in a literate society, reading and writing skills were
necessary for them to interact with different social institutions and people. There
was spontaneous literacy usage in the families’ everyday lives, such as the use of
reading and writing in daily routines, in addition to deliberately arranged learning
activities for the children. Reading and writing were necessary in daily living
activities to maintain the families’ daily lives, and literacy was a necessary skill for
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employment, shopping, obtaining and sharing information, entertainment,
interpersonal communication, and religious activities. The deliberately arranged
literacy uses in the homes included school-related activities, book reading and
literacy learning. These deliberately arranged activities were the predominant
forms of literacy learning in homes aimed at helping children in achieving school
success. These activities were seen by the parents as necessary supplements to
their children’s school learning. This finding showed the major focus of the home
literacy practices of these families.
The next section will address the reasons that the parents arranged these
literacy activities, and the social and cultural roots of these concerns and
arrangements.

C. Chinese parents' perspectives about literacy, schooling,
and their role in their children’s literacy development
Why did the families and their children spend considerable time and energy
on home literacy activities? Why did they want to support their children’s
schooling? Where did parents’ views on literacy come from? What influenced
the parents’ views on literacy and their home literacy practices? What were the
goals these families wanted to achieve? These are the issues that will be discussed
in this section.

1. The parents’ perspectives on literacy
Why did the families and their children spend considerable time and energy
on the home literacy activities? Why did they want to help their children in
school? Usually the parents answered these questions based on their own
experiences with learning and schooling. The data obtained from the observations
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of their family lives and from the interviews with the parents revealed their views
on the function and importance of literacy and schooling. The following were the
reasons for the families to arrange home literacy learning activities for thenchildren. All the parents in this study had formed their perspectives on literacy
from the Chinese society within which they grew up. Their views on literacy were
cultural, social, personal, and also historical.
Parents talked about the meaning of literacy consciously and unconsciously
during formal and informal interviews and conversations. Based on their own
stories, they saw literacy as a tool to become a professional and a productive
member of the society, as a process to win status in society, as a way to earn
dignity and respect from others, as a form of personal development, and as a way
to build one’s self-confidence and finding happiness in life. These are the themes
that emerged from data analysis and that will be discussed in this section.
Literature by Snow et al. and Heath reviewed in Chapter Two about how a
family’s sociocultural background served as context for the family’s literacy
practice was used in analyzing the data. A coding sheet was used to categorize and
analyze parents’ views on literacy. The categories are based on the research
questions raised at the beginning of this study, and were refined during the process
of data collection and analysis (Table 3.2 is a sample of the work sheet).

a. Literacy as a tool to gain symbolic and functional status in society
As discussed in Chapter Two, traditionally education is highly valued in
Chinese society, since the opportunity for getting an education is very difficult to
obtain and learning to be literate in the Chinese written language is a very difficult
task. These are some of the reasons that literacy gives people functional and
symbolic status in the society. At least one of the parents in each family was a
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graduate student or visiting scholar who sought educational opportunities in this
country to improve their future careers at home. During the interviews, parents
shared their perceptions of the function of literacy. Many of them had different
but equally difficult struggles in getting educational opportunities in their
homeland as well as in the United States, and they did this to continue to build
their reputations as scholars, or to qualify for professional positions. Their
experience had taught them that education was tied to one’s future. In this section
the parents’ views on how literacy can be used to build one’s professional career
and to win respect in society are discussed.

i. Literacy as a tool to build one’s professional career Among the ten
families in the study, six families came from Mainland China and four from
Taiwan. The families from both societies had different experiences in schooling,
but arrived at the same conclusion: that schooling is a tool to build one’s
professional career and to gain social opportunities.
The parents in the families from Mainland China experienced the Cultural
Revolution led by Mao Ze-dong, which lasted from 1966 to 1976. During that
time all the schools closed, and education and knowledge were devalued.
Although that period has long since passed, its impacts are long lasting. The direct
results to the parents in the six families from Mainland China included interrupted
schooling and difficult struggles for educational opportunities years later. There
was no direct impact on the schooling of the youngest couple from Mainland
China in this study because they were in their preschool years during that time.
However the mother said that she experienced psychological trauma when her
father became a target of the political movement. Therefore, it is fair to point out
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that they were all survivors of that period. They treasured these opportunities for a
good education and a peaceful life.
During the interviews, five of the ten mothers said that literacy was used as
a way to help find a life they wanted to have and to find the courage to fight to
realize it. During the Cultural Revolution in Mainland China, Ye’s and Yu-en’s
mother studied books they got from their parents. This studying helped them find
successful careers in life. Through studying, Ye’s mother developed her love of
history and humanities, which eventually led to her studies of social sciences. Yu¬
en’s mother’s conscientious studies enabled her to get into a college and finally
helped her secure a very satisfactory career. Her work required her to use her
knowledge in cancer research to help find a cure for the disease. Shen’s mother
was thankful that she passed the accountant test and could earn a competitive
wage. She realized that financial work was important in all careers and all
branches of life. She felt fortunate to work in that field. Han-yan’s mother was
happy that she studied education which served not only as a career, but also helped
her understand young children, enabling her to be a better mother. Hui-run’s
mother read books other than textbooks to gain wider knowledge and to build a
richer professional life.
The following are experiences of two families’ struggle for educational
opportunities. They reveal how important education was in building the quality of
their personal lives.
Shen’s mother told her story during the interviews. She was a “ Red
Guard” during the Cultural Revolution in Mainland China. This was because, as
former army officers, her parents were noted members of society during that time.
As described in Chapter Two, the Cultural Revolution was carried out in Mainland
China during 1966 to 1976. During that time, people were basically divided into
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two sides: the ones who were part of Mao’s political movement and the ones who
were the targets of the political movement.
Shn’s mother recalled that she was then sent to the countryside to do farm
work and then was sent to a collage. After the dust of the Cultural Revolution
settled, Shen’s mother discovered that her degree earned during the Cultural
Revolution was not valid. She had to struggle to reach a functional status in the
society — to be seen as a capable professional. She learned the importance of a
formal education from her own experience:
I was sent to the Hei Long Jiang province in the northern part of China, a
few thousand miles away from my family, to do farm work. This was during
my teenage years. I did this work for six years. In that time I thought that
the knowledge we have learned in school was of no use. You did not need
any book knowledge to be a laborer.
I found later that I was wrong. After six years of farm work, I
managed to be sent to a vocational school to learn accounting in Hei Long
Jiang. After graduation, they assigned me a job in that region. Later I got
married and had a son. After the Cultural Revolution, everything returned
to normal. I received my diploma during the revolution, so it was not
considered a valid one. Many schools opened during the early 70’s had
students who did not have adequate education before entering in the
schools. During their schooling at that time, the students involved
themselves heavily in political activities, and seldom dealt with career
training. In order to be ranked as an accountant and to earn a competitive
wage, I had to pass the accountant’s test. I rediscovered that knowledge is
very important for one’s future.
Both my husband and I did not receive a good education during that
time. While I was in Hei Long Jiang, my husband was put into prison by
the government. His only crime was that he mistakenly sat on a piece of
newspaper in which there was a picture of Chairman Mao. You knew how
disastrous it could be during that time! How dare you put Mao’s picture
under your body! The government considered him to be a very serious
political criminal and they sent him to jail. After the Cultural revolution, he
was cleared and released. Then he worked as a self-taught English resource
translator in a civil engineering institute. He also had to pass a test to
receive a certain rank. Both of us were very busily involved in studying.
Then Shen was born and we had to take care of him. I remembered that
each day after supper my husband took Shen away to let me read my books
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to prepare for the test. We were under heavy pressure because we had to
pass our tests. It was absolutely necessary because we wanted to be seen as
competent as others, and we needed to be promoted to make enough money.
It was quite a struggle, but finally I passed the test. From my own
experience, I saw how important education is for one’s life.

In Taiwan, the social political environment is not the same as in Mainland
China, but the cultural traditions, which value literacy learning and parental
involvement in children’s education, are the same. Schooling is seen as a route to
professional success. As described in Chapter Two, and confirmed by Mumu’s
mother and other parents from Taiwan, a tradition has existed in Taiwan for
several decades that every college graduate is to go to the United States to do
graduate study. A graduate degree in the American colleges is necessary for one to
hold a good position such as teaching in a college or working in a corporation in
Taiwan. Why is it that a degree in America is so important? Simply because
technology in America is advanced, and the universities offer top level research
opportunities in many fields. Mumu’s mother spoke about her husband’s
education and career plans:
My husband came to this country for a master’s degree in electrical
engineering. After his graduation, he got a job in a company in this
country. To hold a good position in Taiwan, if we go back, he needs to
have a degree and some useful experience in the United States. But after a
while, my husband saw many people were laid off. The economy was bad,
and he became worried. He worried about being laid off as well. If it
happened, he would not be able to get a good position in Taiwan because he
has not had enough experience yet. He also realized that a master’s degree
is not enough, since the competition in Taiwan is tough because many
people who held higher degrees from the United States had gone back in
recent years. He decided that he needed to go back to college to get a
doctorate degree. That is the reason we are here now. After my husband
gets his Ph.D., we will have more freedom to choose the right time to go
back and for him to get a good position in Taiwan.
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ii. Literacy as a way to win respect in society In Chapter Two, the
literature review indicated that education has held symbolic significance and status
in the Chinese society since ancient times. Being educated gives a person certain
status in society, which means that this person has done hard work, can master
useful knowledge, and is a useful and productive member of society. Shen’s
mother’s struggle in passing the accountant’s test is an example of using learning
to achieve not only a professional position, but also social status. Yu-en’s mother
used education to achieve her social status also.
Ye’s mother struggled to win back her reputation as an educated person
after the Cultural Revolution. She tried to go to a college again to get a new
identity to clear her reputation as one of the “students who were workers, farmers
and soldiers

referring to those who went to college during the Cultural

Revolution. This meant that during that time the qualification for gaining a college
admission was not academic credentials, but political status. Blue collar workers,
farmers, soldiers and their children had the highest political status in the society.
These students did not study very much before and after entering colleges, since
they needed to spend a lot of time on political activities such as reading Mao’s
“little red book” or helping the communist party to fight its enemies, which
included their professors. These were the reasons that people looked down on
them after the Cultural Revolution:
I think the social status is changing with the political climate. During
the Cultural Revolution, poor and uneducated people had higher social
status. It was a reversal of the tradition. After that era, good education is
needed if you want to be respected.
Four years after my graduation (from college) in 1978, the era of the
Cultural Revolution was over. Colleges started to have entrance exams for
the public, and people like us who had received benefits as children of
workers and farmers lost our credibility in the eyes of the public. They saw
us as those who received unfair privileges to go to college without any
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academic credentials, and participated in many political activities, without
having gained enough knowledge. I could not stand it when others looked
at me as a such person, because I was not like that. I believed if I had to
take an entrance exam, I would get into a good college. I needed to take the
exam to prove that I was a good student, but my boss would not let me. I
became frustrated. They said I already had my turn, and it was all over.
How could I clear the impression of the bad collective image as a
‘Student who had been a laborer or in the army’? That was the focus of my
life during that time. I persisted for years and finally my boss gave me
permission to take the entrance exam for graduate study. I passed the exam
and got admitted to the Beijing Institute of Political Science and Law to
study history. Ye was born while I was doing my master’s study in that
college. After I finished my master’s degree, I went back to the Marx and
Lenin Bureau. There was no choice at that time because when you were
assigned to a job, you were supposed to work there. Since the time had
changed, the Bureau had to do more than only translating Marx’s and
Lenin’s books to survive. They then created a magazine. The Comparisons
of Different Social Economic Systems. I worked as an editor for the
magazine. I was happy that I was not seen as someone who went to college
during the Cultural Revolution who had no academic credentials any more.

b. Literacy for ethical development
Literacy learning was used to help the children develop a moral sense,
according to the parents. Literature reviewed in Chapter Two revealed that literacy
learning for ethical development has been a Chinese tradition since ancient times.
The traditional ethical development emphasized recognizing one’s social role in
the society and family, aimed at helping people behave properly, to keep the
society in order. Materials for literacy learning developed under the Confucian
influence always carried ethical messages. Therefore, literacy learning is viewed
as a way to help the children develop a moral sense that is considered important in
the Chinese society.
Ye’s mother taught Ye and her sister classical poetry. The mother said that
the poetry reading served multiple purposes. It was an enjoyable way for her to

spend time with her daughters on language, aesthetic and moral development as
classical poetry is a beautiful language art. Her daughters could also learn Chinese
language and appreciate poetry. Furthermore, the poetry carried educational
messages to the girls and helped them become diligent. A poem Ye’s mother liked
best was a Han Dynasty (206 BC - 220 AD) poem, An ode to the long song: 3
All the rivers flow east to the sea,
When will they return west?
If one does not work hard in youth,
He will regret in vain in old age.

She used this poem to teach her daughters to realize that time is like water in the
river that never looks back, and they need to work hard while still young.

c. Literacy for developing self-confidence
Another theme that emerged from the data analysis was the belief that
literacy helps people develop self-worth and self-confidence. It therefore helps to
develop a rich personal life. During interviews, Ye’s mother spoke of how she
used schooling to help develop self-worth and escape from the work she felt she
was not good at:
I worked there (for the magazine, The Comparisons of Different Social
Economic Systems) as an editor. My real interest was social studies and
history, but the magazine emphasized economics. To work with economics,
one has to be good at mathematics. But I am not good at math and I don’t
like the subject. After having worked there for a few years, I found that I
could not stand the economics research any more. It was impossible for me
to change jobs. My boss wouldn’t let me. I had to think about other
possibilities, and that’s why I decided to come to America to study
sociology. It was not easy to do, because I could not tell others I was
applying for American schools. I could tell people only when everything
was arranged and the plan was final, because I feared that my boss might
interfere.
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Hui-run’s mother spoke of how literacy helped her develop self-confidence
when she was totally frustrated by the testing system at the elementary and middle
schools she attended, and how reading helped her develop self-confidence:
I was the best student and the class leader of my class from the first to
fourth grade. My mother was very proud of me, and showed me off to all
of her friends frequently. However, from the fifth grade on, I began to lose
confidence in myself, because another girl in my class was better. No
matter how hard I studied, I was unable to score as well as she did,
especially in mathematics. Each time my grade was second best, while she
took the honors for being the best. I knew it was hopeless to compete with
her anymore. When I was in junior high, I found that there were more
classmates who were better than I was, and I gave up entirely. I did not
believe in exams anymore, because one should not be judged by the results
of tests only. I thought that tests had cheated me. In the early years of
schooling, the good test results made me feel I am the best, but later I found
I was one of the worst. How could I believe in them? I turned to reading
magazines and fiction, and I did not want to compete with others anymore.
Whenever I had money, I bought magazines and novels to read. I think the
books I have read have helped me a lot. I have enjoyed them so much.
There were more meaningful things I could do in this world than worrying
about the tests.
d. Literacy as an important way to prepare children to be useful and
productive members of society
As discussed in Chapter Two, Chinese people see that only the useful and
productive person can have a future in the society, and learning is an important
element for the children to become useful adults. In the Chinese culture, children
are a permanent part of the family. To help them develop and learn to bring honor
to the family are seen as the parents’ responsibilities. The parents in this study
were all aware of this responsibility. They hoped that their children would grow
up to be useful and productive members of society like themselves. To achieve
this goal in today’s society, their children needed to be successful in school. They
thought that parents needed to help their children in their school learning, to help
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them develop their talents and realize their potential. This was one of the main
reasons why the families arranged literacy learning activities at home.
Hui-run s mother said that she and her husband would support their sons in
any way they could in their education, to ensure that the boys would be useful and
successful when they grew up. Ye’s mother said that she had to set high
expectations for her daughter’s learning, since failure was not an option. She used
literacy learning to help her daughter have a good future. Mei’s mother worried
that Mei was not as bright as she would have liked her to be. She said that in order
for Mai to enter a top college to get a first rate education in the future, she needed
to help her study intensively. Ye-en’s grandmother often expected her daughters
to become well-educated persons and experts in fields they would choose to study.
All these good wishes expressed by the mothers had the same goal, for their
children become useful members of society.

e. Literacy as a means of attaining happiness in life
As discussed in Chapter Two, learning is seen a source of happiness in the
Chinese tradition. The parents enjoyed learning which made them happy. This
was seen by the parents in this study in two ways. The first was gaining a sense of
satisfaction and happiness when they had the right and access to learning.
Respecting learning is a cultural tradition that has lasted for thousands of years in
Chinese society. People see learning and schooling opportunities as privileges.
Therefore, to learn makes one feel lucky and happy. The second view is that
learning itself is enjoyable. Through learning one can gain knowledge of the
world, and it is a way to develop one’s intellectual interests.
All the parents in this study expressed gratitude and happiness over their
learning opportunities. Most of the parents survived college admission exams and
other competitive selection processes in Chinese society. Yu-en’s mother’s
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happiness when she was admitted to a college in China was one of the examples,
reported in detail later in this Chapter. Many of the parents sought opportunities
for furthering their personal as well as their career development after college.
Since there were not many post-college learning opportunities in the homeland,
they came to the United States, a country seen as the land of rich educational
opportunities, to realize their dreams. Ye’s mother finally had a chance to learn
social science which she could not have done in the homeland. This made her
indeed very happy. Mumu’s father was very happy that he could do his doctorate
studies in computer science in a good college in this country, with access to the
world’s leading research and applied technology in his field.

Leah’s mother was

happy when she found she could access rare books about Chinese literature in the
libraries in several colleges here.
The parents enjoyed reading books and found pleasure in gaining
knowledge from learning. Han-yan’s father enjoyed reading his wife’s textbooks
about child development, where he found explanations of children’s growth and
development by Western scholars. Parents even enjoyed learning in very
unfriendly environments in which some books were forbidden or discouraged by
their parents, such as when Ye’s and Yun-en’s mothers read textbooks during the
Cultural Revolution in Mainland China and Hun-run’s mother spent money buying
books which displeased her mother.
Ye’s mother spoke of her experience finding happiness in reading:
In the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, I was a Red guard at school but
continued to study at home. I studied the school textbooks which my
mother had used in her night class during the 50’s. My favorite subject was
language. I read all of the stories in the textbooks from junior high to high
school, but I was not interested in learning math. The Chinese literature
stories were very interesting. I still remember all of them very clearly. I
believe that if you have an opportunity to learn something, no matter what,
you have to take this advantage and learn it. Always learn more, never less.
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Hui-run’s mother spoke of how she spent all of her allowance on books as a
teenager, despite her mother’s disapproval:
I turned to reading magazines and fiction. Whenever I had money, I bought
magazines and novels to read. My mother did not agree with me. She
asked me why I spent money on books. ‘If you buy food to eat, you will
have a healthy body,’ she said, ‘Books that are not school textbooks are of
no use.’... But I kept buying more and reading all of them.

f. Summary
The data analyzed in this section presents the parents’ views on the purpose
of literacy. They saw literacy as a way to gain the credential to become
professionals, a path to a better existence. They saw literacy as a way not only of
earning a living, but also fulfilling one’s intellectual potential, and therefore a way
to become a better person and have a happier life.

2. The roots of parents’ views on literacy
The parents’ views on literacy as discussed in the last section were rooted in
their personal, social, historical and cultural backgrounds (Bloome, 1987, Taylor,
1983). Bronfenbrenner (1986) suggests that individuals live simultaneously in
multiple environments. He describes these multiple environments as a series of
embedded circles, such as society, community, school, and home, which interact
with each other and influence the individual. The most significant sources from
which the parents formed their perspectives on literacy were their families,
community and schools.

a. The influences of family and community on parents’ views
When asked why they believed that literacy learning and schooling were
important, more than half of the parents in this study spoke of their parents’
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influence on their views, how they had told them about the importance of learning
and how it was necessary to learn. All of the parents in this study grew up in
Chinese society, either in Mainland China or in Taiwan. Some of them came to
the United States immediately after graduating from college in their homelands,
while others worked for a few years before coming here as graduate students or
visiting scholars. Despite the social and political differences of the two Chinese
societies from which they came, the parents shared the same cultural and linguistic
heritage of Chinese civilization, as noted in Chapter Two.
The parents’ view of literacy had roots in their homes and communities in
which they were “embedded” and grew up. Most of the parents in this study
devoted their lives to improving their education and position in society and also
wanted their children to do so. During the interviews and conversations, the
parents talked about the purpose of literacy, their attitude toward literacy, how
their parents told them what to do, what they have learned and how they have
learned, and how their parents had supported them in learning. It had now become
their turn to do the same for their children.
The parents who had a good education modeled literacy learning and usage
at home. Parents who did not have a good education themselves might not be able
to model literacy use, but their ideologies about the importance of education and
pushing their children to study still were the same as those of educated people.
This is because both the educated and uneducated parents formed these beliefs
from the Chinese tradition. They were all supportive of their children’s education
unconditionally. For example, Shen’s grandparents came from the army and did
not have good education, but asked their daughter to study hard. The forms of
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help the parents gave to their children depended on their children’s different needs
in different social situations; for example, Ye-en’s grandparents helped her mother
to study by sending her textbooks during the Cultural Revolution and helped in
child care when her mother went to study abroad.
The following section includes three examples of how parents saw the
grandparents as role models for carrying on this tradition. They learned from their
parents about supporting their children in literacy learning, through both their
attitudes towards literacy and their actions in supporting their children’s education.

i. Supporting literacy learning in the family as a cultural tradition A
figurative idiom from The Three Letter Classic, (Xu, 1990): “Teaching your child
to read a classical book is better than leaving him a pot of gold.” This means that
gold does not last long, but what the child learns from the book will benefit
him/her for a lifetime. The parents in the study strongly believed this proverb and
the cultural tradition which produced this proverb. They believed that the most
important thing for the parents to do is to help their children get the best education
they can. The parents’ view of their duty to their children’s schooling came from
their own experiences. In modern Chinese society, as in most literate societies,
schooling is very important for one to acquire knowledge and gain professional
skills. A valid diploma is necessary for one to obtain a professional position.
Education is the basis for having and maintaining a decent life.
The parents’ worst fear was that their children would become useless in the
future. In Chinese language, a useless person is called “bu cheng qi,” which was
mentioned by some of the parents. The literal meaning of this phrase is “did not
become a useful thing.” This is also come from The Three Letter Classic, (Xu,
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1990): a person needs to learn to become useful, just like a piece of jade needs to
be carved and ornamented so it can be beautiful. As Peter’s mother said:
I need to help Peter cultivate the attitude of working hard in his studying to
be a good student, because I am worried if he does not, he will be “bu cheng
qi” in the future.

Others, like Leah’s mother, said that they were not worried about whether
their children will be “bu cheng qi,” because they believed their children were
above that level already and they worked hard to have their children continue to
achieve the next level:
My daughters are good girls. They know that they need to study hard. They
are good students. Leah takes several hours to do her homework everyday,
and sometimes she works very late. It is not easy for her. We will stay here
for only one year, and the English learned in her elementary school at home
was not enough for her to attend seventh grade here. But she still made
honor roll. I do not worry if my daughters will be “bu cheng qi,” because
they are better than that already. I want them to have a future better than
what is average. The reason for me to bring them here is that they can learn
English, which is very important for their future schooling, and their
experience in attending school here is not something every girl at home can
have. I want them to learn the things they will not learn in the schools back
home. I think the happy memory of school life and the experience of
developing creative thinking ability in American schools is something they
will treasure when we return.

ii. Parental expectations Several parents mentioned that they saw their
parents as role models in taking care of their own children’s education. Peter’s
mother spoke of how her father gave her influence on supporting Peter in literacy
learning:
My experience told me that parents need to push their children to study
hard. My parents always used to push me to study hard, especially my
father. Later I found that it was very helpful and beneficial. Without their
help, I would never be able to do the work I have in Taiwan. I have a
mathematics teaching position in a college and I enjoy my job. I will go
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back to this position when we return home. I had never complained when
my father pushed me to study hard. Now I think it is my duty as parent to
push Peter to study hard. This was the way I had received my home
education, and I want to do the same for my son. That is to help him
become useful to society, to be respected by other people, to have a decent
job and a satisfactory life.

iii. Attitude towards literacy Parents also recalled how their parents
modeled literacy use and how it helped them to form positive attitude towards
literacy. Ye’s mother recalled how her parents’ modeling of literacy nurtured her
attitude towards it:
I am the oldest of four children in my family. My father was an electrical
engineer, and my mother went to high school during the Japanese
occupation of World War II. Later she dropped out of school. When the
Communist Party took over, she went to a factory to work. My parents
enjoyed studying during leisure time. My father studied new technology in
his own field, and my mother liked to read books of poetry. Sometimes she
enjoyed teaching the children singing and poetry reading. She also went to
the adult literacy night class to continue her high school studies. When the
children did well in school, the parents were very happy. The following
two things made a deep impression upon me: my parents’ studying and their
praising me when I did well in school. I knew they had great expectations
for me. I wanted to be a good daughter and student, and a good role model
for my younger siblings. From an early age, I wanted to do everything well.
However, because of the Cultural Revolution, all the schools in China
closed. Still, all three siblings and I managed to go to college. My parents
instilled in us that education is very important. We took studying seriously
and each of us took advantage of educational opportunities whenever they
occurred.

iv. Actions in supporting the children’s education The parents not only
saw their children’s literacy learning as important, but also acted to give them
support. One example is how Ye’s grandparents helped her mother in education.
When Ye’s mother gave birth to Ye’s younger sister, the maternal grandparents
took turns visiting from the homeland to help with child care. The grandmother
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stayed for a year then went back to Mainland China. About six months later the
grandfather came. They helped take care of the baby and the grandfather also
helped Ye study math during the summer.
Another example is how Yu-en’s grandparents helped her mother in
education and learning. The mother recalled her parents’ expectations of her
sisters’ and her literacy learning and their support, which inspired her in her
daughter’s learning:
My father lived in the countryside when he was young. During that time,
there was usually one teacher in a private elementary school in our
hometown. My father attended one of the private schools. In the middle of
the wall where the students faced the classroom, there was a painting of
Confucius, and the students saluted him everyday. My father had gone
through his early schooling in this kind of environment, so he is quite oldfashioned. My mother shared the same thinking in many issues with my
father, although she did not have the same schooling experience he did. My
mother always told me and my three other sisters that she hoped each one of
us will become a well educated person, an expert in a specific field which
we may choose, or have an opportunity to study.

Yu-en’s mother experienced hardship during the Cultural Revolution in
Mainland China. As a sixteen-year-old girl, Yu-en’s mother was sent by the local
government to a village far away from home for eight years during the Cultural
Revolution, until the end of that era. During that time, her parents supported her in
literacy learning and she passed the first college entrance exam after the Cultural
Revolution held in 1978, and to obtain admission to a college. A college
admission meant she would have a chance to become a professional, as her mother
always wanted her to be. From this personal experience, she came to believe that
supporting children in education is the best help parents can provide to their
children:
Before the Cultural Revolution, he (my father) was a chemistry professor in
a medical school in Sichuan province. During the Cultural Revolution,
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because of his bad record in the past (as the Dean of Students who was also
in charge of Kuomingtang’s youth organization before 1949), he was
considered a political enemy, and was sent to a labor reform team in his
college. All the family members were punished due to his bad status. My
two sisters and myself were ordered to leave home to do farm work in the
village commune. Our residence registration had been canceled by the local
government. We lost our food rations and had to leave. They sent my two
sisters and me to Jiang-su province, which is our family’s ancestral home.
At that time I was only sixteen years old. We all suffered from this
punishment, and that was a terrible time for the whole family.
One of my older sisters and I were allowed to stay in the same
village. I stayed in the village for eight years. After about five years, the
political movement calmed down a bit, my parents sent to us a lot of books,
and told us to study hard by ourselves. There were no schools available to
us. My sister had attended a high school before the Cultural Revolution, and
so she became my teacher when I studied these books. I also learned
physics and foreign language from other well-educated people who were
sent to the same village for re-education.
After years of hard studying of those books sent by my parents, I was
fortunate enough to pass the first college entrance examination in 1978,
immediately after the end of the Cultural Revolution. It meant that
everything was supposed to go back to normal, and I entered a college to
study chemistry.
In the fall of 1987,1 left my ten month-old baby girl to my parents
and came to the United States to do my graduate study. My husband had
been in this university as a graduate student for some time. The reason I
left my daughter with my parents was that in the beginning, I could not
handle the studying and parenting at the same time in a foreign country.
The opportunity for further study was valuable, because it would increase
my knowledge and ability. To become well educated was to fulfill my life's
goal and also to gain others’ respect. My parents and husband also
encouraged this. After spending two years in the United States, when I had
adjusted myself well in the new environment, I asked my parents to send my
daughter to us. My father brought my daughter here, and stayed with us for
almost half a year for my daughter to get accustomed with us. My family
always does everything they can to help and support my education. During
the Cultural Revolution they sent me books to study, and then took care of
Yu-en before sending her to us. Now it is my husband’s and my turn to
carry on the same spirit to take care of our daughter.
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b. The influence of schools on parents’ views
Parents also spoke of the teachers and schools which had strongly
influenced them, especially of how they formed their attitudes toward literacy
learning, what needed to be learned and how learning should take place. Their
attitudes were reflected by the contents and styles of learning in home literacy
practices. Eight out of ten families in this study used school textbooks and the
formats of school learning. The details of these issues will be discussed in later
sections.
Below are three examples from the interviews of how Chinese schools had
influenced the parents in this study. Shen’s mother remembered how the school
she attended shaped her attitude towards learning and her style of learning. This
was especially important for her since both her parents did not have much
educational experience.
My parents were in the Liberation Army during the liberation war (the civil
war after World War II in China, from 1946 to 1949). After the
establishment of the communist regime in 1949, they worked as
administrators in a medical school in Shanghai. In the school I attended,
half of the students were the administrators’ children, and half of them were
the professors’ and doctors’. In the medical school’s academic
environment, education was highly valued. Although my parents did not
get much education themselves, they knew the importance of education and
required their children to study hard. All of the children (in my school) were
hard working students. In such an environment, one was compelled to,
because you would lose face and feel humiliated if you did not. It was
imperative for us to get high scores on exams, answer the teacher’s
questions perfectly, recite essays very fluently, or you would be
embarrassed in the eyes of other children. I usually did my homework at
least twice to be sure that I did all of the problems right. I memorized
school lessons and recited essays in the textbooks. This was very important
for doing well in exams. The teachers expected students to do well, and the
competition between the students was very keen. My parents expected me
to do well. My teachers and classmates at the school showed me how to be
a good student.
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Mei’s mother told of her experience in schooling and that of her nephew as
well. These experiences formed her knowledge about education and schooling:
The school I went to (in Beijing) was excellent. An excellent school
means good teachers, strict rules, and a good atmosphere of learning where
everybody had to work hard. So my work at the school was always good,
despite the fact that my parents never pushed me. Then came the Cultural
Revolution. I was unable to go to school but had to work in a factory.
Later I went to a college. My brother and my sister-in-law worked then in
a remote area, so after their child was bom, they sent the boy to Beijing. I
was living with my parents and the three of us took care of the boy until he
went to junior high school. Then my brother and his wife came back to
work at Beijing, and the boy went to live with them. We were very close to
each other.
When the boy started to go to school, it was after the Cultural
Revolution, and the schools became high quality again. We had to make
sure he got good grades in order to have a better chance in his future
education. He was a very bright child, and studying was not difficult for
him. But the teachers’ expectations were high. They pushed the students to
study very hard. There were many reasons for the teachers to do so: to be
responsible to students and their parents; to build good reputations of their
own, which depended on the percentage of their students who could get into
good higher grade schools; to be able to compete with other schools; and to
get a bonus from the school for good work. Sometimes the teachers were
more concerned about their students doing well than the students
themselves or even the parents. I remember that there were embarrassing
moments when my mother was called in to school for conferences with the
teachers concerning my nephew’s effort which was not as good as the
teachers expected. But finally, the hard work paid off: the boy got into a
top level college in Beijing, where he studied computing system
management and will graduate next year.

The parents in this study also formed their attitudes on education and
learning from interactions with their teachers. Han-yan’s father recalled that one
of the teachers during his middle school years helped him develop an interest in
studying the nature of materials. Why do certain materials have certain characters,
and are there ways to change them according to specific needs? He then fell in
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love with physical science. That drive still propels him to learn more, fulfilling his
interest in the study of the nature of materials and building a career.

c. Summary
The parents in this study all grew up in Chinese society, and formed their
perspectives on literacy from their own experiences at home, in the community, at
school, and in society at large. The expectations, attitudes toward literacy and the
actions their own parents took to help them in literacy learning had set up role
models for them. They formed their ideologies about the importance of literacy in
society, at home and in school, where the most important thing parents can do for
their children is to support their education.

3. Summary
The Chinese parents in this study viewed the purpose of literacy as a way of
survival in a literate society and a way to win people’s respect, because literacy
ability builds status. Literacy was also seen by the parents as a way to fulfill one’s
intellectual needs and love of knowledge, as a way to build one’s self-confidence
and self-esteem, and as a way for people to realize their dreams.
The parents’ views on literacy were rooted in Chinese society. Their views
of literacy were cultural and historical. Parents formed their knowledge of literacy
from their homes and the schools they were attending, and in the society at large.
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D. The influences of parents* views regarding literacy, schooling
and the role of parents in their children’s literacy learning
on the families* home literacy practices
How did the parents’ views on literacy, schooling and their role in their
children’s literacy learning relate to their home literacy practices? What goals did
the families want to achieve? How were the goals achieved in home literacy
practices? These are the issues that will be discussed in this section.

1. Home literacy practices were a process of cultural transmission
The families used home literacy practices as a way to keep the Chinese
tradition alive in their homes. This was done consciously and unconsciously: the
parents were proud of who they were and worked hard to keep the Chinese
tradition alive in their family lives; also it was the only way of life they knew.
Equipped with their views on literacy discussed in the last section, the
parents arranged activities at home for their children on literacy learning. They
learned from their parents that helping the children in their schooling was the best
thing they as parents could do for their children. They benefited from what their
parents did for them, and it was now their turn to do the same for their own
children. Their experiences and their times shaped their approach in different
ways from their parents’, but the “driving” ideology and the goals were the same.
As shown in the review of literature on home literacy practices in Chapter
Two, engaging in home literacy activities aimed at helping children in schooling is
a cultural practice rooted in the Chinese tradition, influenced by Confucianism.
This practice is also a process of cultural transmission in which the values of
literacy, the content and styles of learning are transmitted from one generation to
the next. Hence the Chinese tradition of literacy learning was being carried on in a
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new social and cultural setting while the Chinese families lived in this country.
The themes which emerged from the data analysis regarding home literacy
practices as cultural transmission are the following: home literacy practices served
to build and maintain Chinese identity, traditional social relations in the family,
values related to literacy learning, and the traditions of school-based literacy
practices. These themes are discussed in the sections which follow.

2. Home literacy practices constructed and maintained Chinese identity
One important aspect of being Chinese means indulgence in learning, as
reflected in the interviews with the parents. They saw home learning as a way of
being Chinese and practicing of Chinese culture. Several parents told me that their
children asked why they had to study so much at home while other children did not
have to. Peter asked his mother why he had to write his Chinese characters while
his friends played freely outside his window. Fe, Shen, Mei, Ye, and Mumu all
asked similar questions. Often the unique answer the parents gave the children
was, because we are Chinese.
The Chinese ideology has made the parents ask their children to study hard.
As described in Chapter Two, according to Confucianism everyone needs to
recognize his/her place in society and one’s obligation to others. In the Chinese
tradition, being parents means being responsible for the children’s performance in
learning, which in turn will determine their future achievement. By doing so, the
parents maintained their sense of being Chinese and also helped their children
establish their identification with Chinese culture.
The parents said that they believed Chinese language learning effectively
helped their children build up and maintain their identity as Chinese. In all of the
ten families, all the parents provided Chinese language learning to their children;
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some of them gave formal lessons, and others informal ones (see Table 4.1). The
children sensed that because they were Chinese, they had to learn the language.
When Fei had a difficult time reading Chinese, compared to English, he felt guilty.
He thought that being Chinese, he should be able to read in his own language first,
evidence of his identification with the Chinese culture.
The parents also sought to construct and maintain their children’s Chinese
identity through other practices as well. They often brought their children to
Chinese cultural events in the community. Many of them participated in these
events. For instance, Yu-en was one of the dancers in a Chinese dance, and Shen
and his father played violin together in the Chinese New Year celebration, while
other children in this study were in the audience. The celebration offered rich
forms of Chinese folk arts such as Lantern Riddles, 4 Chinese music instruments,
folk songs, and martial arts, etc. Families would also go to ball games organized
by the housing office. Many parents played in these backyard ball games, and the
children were cheerleaders. One summer the volleyball games were so popular
that they attracted hundreds of people every evening, including players and
spectators. These occasions not only served as a chance for the children to learn
about their home culture, but also helped them develop their sense of belonging to
the Chinese community and, therefore, being Chinese. The activities helped the
children build relationships in the Chinese community, which served as supportive
networks in maintaining their Chinese identity.

3. Home literacy practices constructed and maintained traditional social
relations in the family
Literature reviewed in Chapter Two revealed that, as a basic social unit in
society, the family is a microcosm of Chinese society. The families functioned in
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the traditional hierarchical order, in which the parents’ wishes are the children’s
duties. This tradition gave parents complete control over their children, but also
brought parents full responsibility in supporting their children in all possible ways.
This control/responsibility and obedience relationship was constructed and
maintained in home literacy practices. Home literacy learning was an important
way for parents to be role models for children in terms of parental responsibilities.
The themes that emerged from the data analysis that will be discussed in this
section are: as a basic social unit in society, the family served as an educational
institution for the children in which the children were acculturated into Chinese
traditions; the older generation was in charge of what they needed to learn and how
they learned, and obedience was their duty; all of the members in the extended
family needed to support each other in solving problems.

a. Home literacy practices constructed and maintained the family as the
primary social unit and educational institution for children
As discussed in Chapter Two, a sociocultural perspective views people’s
behavior as governed by their cultural beliefs. The parents believed that their most
important role was to help their children do well in their education. As a basic
social unit, one of the traditional family duties is to ensure that the children receive
the best education that the family can manage. Family literacy was used as a
technique in achieving this family goal.
Home literacy activities were primarily aimed at helping the children to
advance in their education, either in their current school or the school they would
attend in their homeland in the future. The arrangement of home learning was
governed by the parents’ concept of their duty towards their children’s education.
The families’ home literacy activities were aimed to achieve educational goals that
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the schools lacked from the parents’ perspective. Therefore, the family functioned
as the primary social unit in the children’s education.
This practice came from the sense of the family’s responsibility for
children’s education in Chinese society. As noted in Chapter Two, with the large
size of classes in Chinese schools teachers cannot offer individual help to the
students (Hudson-Ross & Dong, 1990). It is the parents’ duty to help their
children or find ways to help them outside of school. Hence, in American society,
the parents try to do the same with their children’s school work and also try to help
prepare them to return to school in their homeland.
When the parents had different opinions from their children’s teachers
about what their children should learn and how they should learn, instead of asking
the teachers to change their curriculum and teaching methods, the parents
employed literacy activities at home to teach their children the preferred learning
content in their preferred styles, which were valued by the parents to help their
children become valuable members of society. This is a typical Chinese nonconfrontational style of dealing with differences.
The following are examples of how parents, instead of criticizing the
teachers or asking the school to change its style, simply taught what they believed
their children needed to learn at home. For instance, Mei’s mother thought that
Mei played too much in the classroom and did not learn enough useful things
(according to her judgment). Instead of asking the teachers to teach differently,
she arranged home learning activities for Mei. The home learning activities Mei’s
mother set up for her in her first grade year were as follows: she went to Chinese
class to learn the language the school did not teach, she learned advanced math
such as three-digit multiplication from her mother and grandfather, while other
children in her class were still learning to recognize and write numbers; she

150

learned to recognize English alphabets at home long before schooling, she learned
to read and write primarily from school, especially writing, and practiced at home.
When Yu-en had a hard time understanding the school language, English, in the
beginning of her preschool year, her parents and grandfather never asked the
school for help; they helped her to learn English at home.
Native language learning at home was aimed at supporting the children’s
schooling in the homeland, when they returned home, and to become bilingual.
English learning at home was aimed at helping the children do well in their current
school. Among the ten families, seven arranged formal Chinese learning activities
at home, and three concentrated on English learning. All the families offered
informal learning at home or encouraged the children to do reading and writing
activities on their own in both languages.
In the home literacy learning activities, Chinese parents and grandparents in
this study became make-shift teachers when outside resources were unavailable.
In nine out of the ten families, the parents were the teachers in their home learning,
and in four families the grandparents involved themselves directly in teaching their
grandchildren.
Fei, Peter, Ye, Mei, Hui-run and Mumu all learned Chinese reading and
writing from their mother either formally or informally; Shen learned math and
Chinese reading together (the Chinese language was used as the medium for math
learning) from his mother; and Yu-en and Han-yan learned English from their
parents. Yu-en, Han-yan and Mei also learned Chinese and poetry from their
grandparents.
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b. Home literacy practices constructed and maintained traditions of parental
authority and children’s obedience
As discussed in Chapter Two, parental authority and children’s obedience in
the Chinese tradition continue to guide people’s behavior, which gives parents
complete control over their children. The home literacy practices helped parents
carry on this Chinese tradition. Whether the children should have home learning
and how they should learn were parents’ decisions. They did not expect children
to make these decisions. Children were taught to respect elders and to be obedient
to the decisions the elders made.
Home literacy learning was used as a way for parents to establish and
maintain their authority over their children. The data showed that in all of the
families there were some kinds of home learning, in which the children all had to
do what their parents asked them to. Most of the home literacy activities were not
the children’s choice, such as learning Chinese after school. Six out of the ten
children had formal Chinese language learning sessions, and the rest had informal
ones. The informal learning involved no regular learning time and no formal
learning materials, such as textbooks.
Peter and Mei are two cases that reveal what the parents believed the
children should learn and how they had to learn their Chinese. Peter’s parents
decided that he needed to attend American school during school hours, and then
study Chinese at home after school. The rate of his study needed to be the same as
his classmates in his homeland who attended regular Chinese school. Only in this
way could he join his classmates in the homeland after spending two years in this
country. Peter thought it was not fair to ask him to do a double amount of work,
but he still had to obey his parents and did his best. Mei disliked going to
Grandma Chen’s Chinese class, because of the strict teacher and the boring
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material offered. But her mother liked that teaching style and she was still sent to
the class each time.
The parents took it for granted that their children were obedient. When
children had different opinions, the parents felt threatened and worried that they
would lose control of their children. Disobedience was seen as a sign of their
children challenging the authority figures in the family. This was the reason that,
sometimes, the parents treated children harshly; sometimes the children even got
spanked. The parents wanted the children to live according to their rules and
concepts of life. The parents saw this as the way for them to carry on their
parental responsibility. Fei’s mother said:
Children are children. They do not know better. The only thing they want to
do is to play. If they do not study hard, they will not learn and be useful.
Parents have responsibility for their future. You have to think about what
your child needs to learn, what his strengths and weaknesses are, and how
he can do better. Then you have to make the child do what he needs to do.
You have to check the child constantly, to be sure he has learned what he
needs to learn, and has not wasted his time.

c. Home literacy practices constructed and maintained traditional roles for
extended family members
As described in Chapter Two, the traditional Chinese family includes family
members of different generations (Rawski, 1979). Along with the modernization
of society, the Chinese family is becoming smaller in size. Of the families in this
study, nine out of ten were nuclear families while they were in the United States.
One of the families was a multi-generation family. Although the family size is
getting smaller, the ties between extended family members were very strong and
served to hold the family together. Even if the extended family members did not
live together, they were still considered members of the family, such as the
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grandparents, uncles and aunts. They helped each other when needed even though
they lived far away from each other.
The extended family tradition was developed and maintained during home
literacy practices. The study found there was very strong inter-generational
support in education inside the families. It is a Chinese tradition that parents and
other family members support and make great sacrifices for the children’s
education. Grandparents in three families came to live with the family to support
their children’s graduate study for a long period of time. Another two families
asked for help from grandparents by sending their babies to the grandparents’
home when they came to this country.
Yu-en’s mother’s parents supported her education in many ways: they sent
books to her when she was sent to do farmer’s work in her teens, encouraged her
to study, took care of her daughter when she did her graduate studies in the United
States, and then sent her daughter to her in the US where the grandfather stayed for
six months to help his granddaughter adjust to her new home. The mother’s older
sister served as her teacher to help her in academic learning during the Cultural
Revolution. Ye’s grandparents took turns coming to Ye’s home from the
homeland to help with the new baby, so Ye’s mother could continue with her
studies. Yu-en, Han-yan, Mei and Ye were all taught by their grandparents at
home.
Out of the ten families, grandparents lived with five of them either as a
regular part of the family or as visitors staying for a period of time (six months or
longer) to help take care of the children; also the grandchildren were sent to the
grandparents’ place in two families. See Table 4.2 for Inter-generational support.
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Table 4.2

Inter-generational support from extended families.

Child’s
name
Fei
Peter

Family type

Yu-en

Nuclear family

Leah
Shen
Ye

Nuclear family
Nuclear family
Nuclear family

Mei

Multi¬
generation
family
Nuclear family

Hanyan
Hunrun
Mumu

Nuclear family
Nuclear family

Nuclear family

Nuclear family

Support from extended family

A daughter stayed with the grandparents while the
family stayed in the United States.
Yu-en stayed with the grandparents in China from
the age of 10 months to 3 years. Maternal
grandfather sent Yu-en back to her parents in the
United States and stayed with the family for 6
months.

Maternal grandparents each stayed for a separate
year.
Maternal grandparents lived with the family.

Maternal grandmother stayed for a year.
Two grandmothers each stayed for a month when
Hui-run and his brother were bom. Other relatives
visited and sent books, materials.
Relatives visited and sent Chinese books and other
study materials.

d. Home literacy practices constructed and maintained the traditional role of
the family as the source for problem solving
Traditionally, the family serves as the authority and resource for problem
solving in Chinese society. Very few social services are available outside of the
family. Traditionally, the old belief held that people with the same last name were
all relatives. There were many village in China formed by extended families. This
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kind of village usually was responsible for supporting the members’ needs in all
aspects of their lives. Today, there are still organizations serving people with the
same last name in some Chinatowns in the United States, such as Wong
Association, Lee Association (Wong and Lee are last names), etc. These are the
leftovers of the old extended family tradition.
In today’s Chinese society, with increasing stress placed upon the family, it
can no longer handle all the needs of its members, but this tradition still holds, and
people still try to solve their problems inside of the family. The families’ use of
literacy practices to help with their children’s schooling in this study is an example
of how the families functioned in this traditional way. The families tried their best
to help their children adjust to the American schools and prepare them to go back
to their homelands; and the grandparents tried their best to help their children in
education and child rearing, no matter how far away, or how difficult the tasks.

4. Home literacy practices constructed and maintained traditional values
related to literacy learning
Home literacy practices helped to construct and maintain traditional values
related to learning. The values that emerged from the data are: the importance of
schooling and homework, the high priority of literacy learning in family life, hard
work as a cultural ethic, literacy learning as a means to learn discipline, childhood
as the time for literacy learning, the importance of basic literacy skills, the parents’
expectations for children’s learning and their preference for children acting older
than their real age.
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a. The importance of schooling
Parents stated in the interviews that the most important thing for the
children to do was to go to school and do well in their schooling. They believed
their roles in their children’s schooling were to help them form positive attitudes
towards schooling and to place the children’s homework as a top priority in family
life.

i. Parents* roles in the children’s schooling The parents’ role in their
children’s schooling was to provide educational opportunities to their children and
to support them in their homework and overall school learning. They tried to
provide the best education they could for their children. Peter’s and Leah’s
mothers reported that they brought their children with them to the US because they
wanted to give them a chance to experience American education and to learn
English, which were very important factors in helping them obtain further
educational opportunities.
The parents saw the schools as social authorities and they were ready to
listen to whatever the school asked them to do regarding their children’s study.
They helped the children’s schooling in both direct and indirect ways discussed in
previous sections.

ii. The importance of children’s schooling From participant observation,
I found that the parents believed that the most important activity for their children
was to go to school. School is the primary focus of children’s lives. Under their
parents’ influence, children developed positive attitudes toward schooling. Yu¬
en’s mother bought her a big and beautiful backpack at the beginning of her first
year in preschool and told her to use the bag when she went to kindergarten. The
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bag became a symbol of schooling for Yu-en. It hung high beside her bed, where
she could always look at the bag. She looked forward to the first time she would
become a real student. At her fourth birthday party, she showed me this backpack
hanging on the wall beside her bed and told me that she was going to kindergarten
next fall, which was still about ten months away.
The parents were role models for their children in attending school
themselves. They treated their own schooling seriously, worked hard on their
school work, finishing homework and term papers on time. Ye’s home was
located between my apartment and the entrance of the family housing complex, so
each day I would pass her home several times. One day on my way home, I went
to Ye’s home to ask Ye’s mother if I could have a third interview with her as
planned. She asked me if we could delay the meeting for a week because she had
a deadline for a paper at the end of that week. Ye was beside her when we had the
conversation.
Since parents saw that their responsibility was to provide their children with
the best education possible, they searched for educational opportunities for
themselves and for their children, too. Peter’s and Leah’s mothers both wanted
their children to have opportunities to learn English. English learning was the
major reason for them to bring the children with them when they came to this
country.
During interviews, parents talked about helping the children build up their
academic credentials to help them get into good schools. Shen s mother said she
wanted to help her son with his school learning, which was important to enable
him to get into a good college in the future. She and her husband suffered from a
lack of formal schooling. She wanted to be sure that Shen would not have to
suffer the same thing.
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Mei s mother said that she told Mei she needed to work harder than others,
because she was not very smart. She used a folk saying to tell Mei why she needed
to work harder than others: “A clumsy bird needs to fly earlier than others so she
can arrive at the same place at the same time.” If Mei wanted to have the same
educational chances as others, she needed to study harder than others, and the
mother was there to help.
The major reason for Hui-run’s family’s to stay in the US after both his
parents finished their graduate studies was to give him the best education suited to
his hearing impairment needs, an opportunity which was not provided in their
homeland, Taiwan. Special education programs are just starting in Taiwan and
much work is needed before special needs children can get benefits from that
system.
Leah’s and Peter’s parents said that they brought their children to this
country for a short stay because they wanted them to have experiences in the
American schools and to learn the English language. These were precious
experiences and skills that would help in furthering their educational opportunities.

iii. Helping children form positive attitudes towards schooling
Traditionally, teachers are well respected in the Chinese society, as discussed in
Chapter Two. Confucius was a teacher himself and preached about the value of
education. Teachers had a high status in society. They were seen as the masters of
knowledge because they could teach the students Confucian philosophy from
classical books. The high official status of the schools also elevated the teachers
as authority figures. The children were taught to respect and listen to the teachers
from a young age.
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The children were taught by their parents that going to school and being
good students was their job. They believed that their school attendance as well as
their performance were very important in their lives. They arrived at school on
time, and were seldom absent.
During the interviews the parents said that their children worked hard on
their school work and did well in different subjects. When there were different
levels in class, many of the children were in higher level groups. Fan, Peter, Shen,
Ye and Mei were all in high level math groups in their classes. Yun-un, Han-yan,
Mumu and Hui-run became independent readers during their kindergarten year.
Ye, Mei, and Mumu wrote fluent English in the first grade. Although Leah stayed
in this country for only a year, she was able to make the junior high school’s honor
roll.
Since I worked in the lab school where most of the children in the study
went, I knew the teachers were well aware of the respect they got from the Chinese
families. From their experiences of working with them, the teachers perceived the
Chinese parents as supportive, responsible and valuing their children’s education.
The teachers in this school loved to have Chinese children in their classes and
usually had good relationships with the parents.

b. The importance of homework
The parents saw homework as an important part of home literacy practices,
which served to support the children’s schooling. They believed that doing
homework was crucial for their children’s success in school. Hence, their role in
helping their children in homework was crucial.
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i* Homework as a top priority Homework was seen as one of the most
important tasks for the children to do at home and was a top priority in the
children’s after-school time. The findings showed that the families believed that
the most important activity for the children was schooling. School work was seen
as part of the commitment the children needed to make to their education;
therefore, doing high quality homework was important. Different families had
different times for their children to do homework; the amount of time for
homework varied, but one factor was common to all families in this study:
homework was always the first task for the children to do after school, before other
home learning activities.
Shen’s mother talked about her view of homework. She said that doing
homework helped her learn and understand what the teachers taught during
classes:
Homework is very important for helping a child do well in school. When I
was in school, the first thing I did after school was homework. I liked to do
my homework three times each day because that helped me understand what
the teachers taught during class. I wanted to be sure that I learned what the
teachers taught in the classes. Homework was the way for me to review the
teachers’ lessons and sharpen my skills.

Mumu’s mother talked about the importance of homework, too. She said
that it was impossible to remember the Chinese characters without writing each of
them one hundred times and using them in word and sentence formation activities,
which were part of the homework during her elementary school years.

ii. The roles of the parents in the children’s homework There were two
roles that parents traditionally played in their children’s homework: supervisors
and helpers. This was to ensure that homework was done and done right.
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In the families of older children who usually had homework, there were
routine times for the work each day. Either the parents assigned the time or
children picked the time and the parents agreed to it. Usually children from the
first grade and above had homework from school. There were seven of them: Fei,
Peter, Leah, Mei, Ye, Shen and Mumu. All of them except Mumu did their
homework shortly after arriving home from school each afternoon. Because
Mumu’s mother allowed her to watch Barney and Friends on TV after school, her
homework hour was after dinner.
Parents supervised their children in homework. Most of the parents said
that they did not have to worry about their children’s homework. It was taken for
granted in the families that their children would finish their homework on time and
that it would be good quality. Because the children were taught to treat school
work seriously from a very early age, it helped them develop a good attitude
towards homework. The family helped the children accept doing homework as
part of their lives. Each family established homework time, during which parents
assisted the children in doing the work.
During the interviews, the parents spoke of how they helped their children
in their homework. Shen’s mother helped him to memorize the spelling of words
for a dictation exercise each week in his class when he was in second grade.
Mumu’s mother helped her to read Chinese books from her bilingual Chinese
class, and Fei’s mother helped him go to the library to find appropriate books for
his school project about baseball. Then his father read these books with Fei and
they discussed how to use the materials from the books in his project together.
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c. High priority of learning in the families’ lives
All the families in this study gave literacy learning a very high priority in
the family’s life. Since many of the parents were students or did academic work
themselves, they put their children’s learning nearly on par with their own. They
came to the United States to seek educational opportunities not only for themselves
but also for their children. The families placed their children’s learning as a high
priority in family life in two ways: they saw the children’s learning as a crucial
factor when making future plans, and they asked the children to do their learning
before other activities in their daily life.
Hui-run’s family exemplifies this. Hui-run’s father considered looking for
a job in the homeland after he obtained his doctorate. Increased numbers of
graduate students have returned to Taiwan after graduating from US universities in
recent years. But when they found that Hui-run had a hearing problem, they
thought that no other place in the world could provide their son the medical
treatment and the kind of special education for him to live a normal life. They
decided to stay in the US so that Hui-run could get proper treatment and be able to
learn and function as a normal child.
Mumu’s family considered Mumu’s Chinese study to be an important factor
in making their family plans, too. The fear that she could not bring her daughter
back to a Chinese school successfully made Mumu’s mother ensure that Mumu
learned her Chinese. Her husband wanted to go back to the homeland sometime in
the near future, but they did not want this to create difficulties in their daughter’s
schooling. When Mumu learned her Chinese well, her parents felt their future was
safer.
Not only did the families give their children’s learning a high priority in
making family plans, they also made learning a priority for the entire family.
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These families taught children that study was the most important thing to do. They
knew that only after having finished their work could they go out to play or do
things they wanted to do. The older children usually had homework from school.
Their mothers said that the first thing they asked their children to do was
homework when they got back from school each day, and then it was time for
home learning.

d. Hard work as a cultural ethic
Hard work is a Chinese cultural ethic. Learning is considered a kind of
work. Work is considered a legitimate thing to do, not like play, which is seen as
shameful and useless (Hsu, 1981). Many of the parents in the study held these
values. The concept of literacy learning as work was instilled in the children’s
minds since they were very young by their parents. They believed that literacy
learning was the work of children and that they needed to work hard on this task.
Many of the children in the study worked hard in their studies. All of the
fourteen children in the ten families who were in the United States had some kind
of home learning. Eight of the children had formal learning sessions at home. The
amount of the work many of the children had to do after school was an indicator of
how hard they needed to work on their learning. Here are examples from three
families.
Ye was learning Chinese from her mother at home. She learned from eight
to ten textbooks. Each was designed for a semester for a total of four years by the
time she was ready to enter fifth grade. This meant that she was also ahead of her
age peers in the schools in the homeland. She learned math from her mother and
then from her grandfather; she also learned Chinese poetry, wrote in her diary each
day, went swimming for two hours four times a week, prepared to join the New
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England swimming tournament, took piano lessons and practiced every day.
Besides these learning activities that her mother asked her to do, she also read
books herself or with her sister in both Chinese and English. Figure 4.1 is a copy
of her working time on a Saturday. Below is a record of the learning activities she
had on one Saturday in June concerning literacy:
8:26-9:06 (AM)
10:36-11:14
11:18-11:41
12:30-12:50 (PM)
2:23-3:40
6:30-7:00
7:30-8:00
8:15-8:40
10:05-10:45

Read English books
Recite Chinese poetry
Copy Chinese vocabulary
Redraft Chinese writing composition
Final draft of Chinese composition
Piano practice
Piano practice
Chinese book reading
Diary writing

When Shen got back from school, after he did his homework from school
he needed to do the math work sheets and read the books assigned by his mother.
Only after he finished this work could he play outside with his friends until dinner
time. After dinner there was a violin lesson given by his father for two hours each
day. The mother would check Shen’s work after she got home at 10 PM or later.
If she found that Shen did not finish all of the work, she would wake him up
immediately to ask him to finish the work.
A typical day’s math work for Shen was a page full of exercises. Here was
the work on January 2nd, 1994 (Figure 4.16):
Three problems to solve: the mother gave the solution to the first one as her
form of instruction
Twenty multiplication/division/addition/subtraction exercises
Nine problems about geometry theorems/postulates etc.
Five true/false problems dealing with geometry
Two geometry problems to be solved by drawing figures
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There was lots of learning for Mumu to do at home. After she finished her
school work, she had Chinese lessons with her mother. Then she wrote in her
diary, she wrote her own stories and drew pictures for the stories, read English
books and Chinese books with her mother (who helped her to read the Chinese
texts aloud), and wrote book reports on the Chinese books. All the work would
usually take more than two hours. On weekends and summer vacations, Mumu
had more free time, so the mother gave her more work. Besides Chinese language
learning and diary and storybook writing, she needed to do more exercises in
English, using phonic books, and she also worked on Chinese mathematics books.

e. Learning and discipline
The establishment of a serious work ethic came from firm discipline.
During the interviews, most of the older children’s parents talked about the
relationship of learning and discipline. They believed that if children were firmly
disciplined about what they should and should not do from a young age, they
would be able to follow the family rules and become good learners. The areas of
discipline were as follows: finishing homework and other learning activities before
play, keeping high quality of work, and limiting TV time.
These three issues were always connected. The children in four families—
Peter, Shen, Ye, and Mei— were asked to finish their homework from school and
home learning after they arrived home each school day, during weekends and
vacations. Only after finishing their homework could they play and do anything
they wanted to do. For example, Mei could copy stories and Ye could read story
books usually late at night, when they finished their assigned work. Peter and
Shen all had to finish their home studies before they could go out to play with their
friends. Mumu’s schedule was different in that she would watch TV after school,
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the Barney program and then the news, and finish work after dinner. The rest of
the children either had much work to do, like Leah and Fei, so they did their work
from shortly after arriving home from school to bedtime, or they were too young to
have formal work to do, such as Hui- run and Yu-en. The children were asked to
study hard and to finish their work with high quality. The parents would check
their work carefully and give them feedback on the quality of the work and then
give them further instruction.
Out of the ten families interviewed, eight of them mentioned limited TV
times for the children. One of the reasons for the parents to limit TV time was the
belief that a lot of TV programs were a bad influence. The other reason why the
parents limited TV time was so that the children would have enough time to study.
How much TV time was allowed and what kinds of programs the children could
watch varied in each family. For example: Mumu could watch only Barney and
the news each day, Ye could watch the PBS station’s Nature and Nova on Sunday
night and not any other programs. Ye’s parents put the TV and VCR in their
bedroom to control its use. Shen could not watch TV late at night, since he had to
go to sleep early and get up early to do his home learning.
Parents reported that discipline was not always easy to enforce. They told
me that they had to discipline the children when they were very young so the
children would follow their rules in life. The children accustomed to this way of
life, like Ye and Fei, followed the everyday routine of work. But for others, the
parents had to constantly supervise their children for them to listen and become
good learners. Shen’s painful discipline process taught him this.
There were a lot of things Shen needed to do at home during the summer
and there was not always enough time for all of it. Shen’s father taught him violin
and required him to practice two hours each day. The father said that this was time
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solely for music learning even during thunder and lightning strikes. This was a
metaphorical phrase developed and used frequently during the Cultural Revolution
in Mainland China for stressing the importance of learning Chairman Mao’s
books. It meant something people had to do even under life threatening situations,
such as in a thunderstorm with thunder and lightning strikes. Of course Shen’s
father used the phrase jokingly, but the meaning was clear: Shen had to do what he
was asked to do.
Besides music, Shen was required to do the following work each day at
home during summer vacations: studying a math book his mother borrowed from
the school for him to review what he had learned during the past school year;
working on math worksheets which his mother wrote based on Chinese teaching
materials; using a workbook the mother ordered from California for Shen to
practice phonetics, spelling, and grammar, etc. (He needed to finish four pages of
work each day, sample of the work sheet is shown on Figure 4.17); writing a fullpage in his diary (Figure 4.18 is a sample of the diary).
In the beginning of the summer, Shen went to bed very late and woke up
late in the morning. By the time he got to his work, his friends were at the door
asking him to play. If he went out to play, it would be too late to finish all the
work when he got home before dinner, and after dinner was the time for violin
practice. But his mother told him that he had to finish the work before he could go
to sleep. This was used as a disciplinary strategy, the mother had told me. She
knew that by the time she arrived home each night, usually after ten, the boy was
so sleepy that it was impossible to ask him to do any work. But if she found that
the assigned work was not done, she still would wake him up to ask him to
complete the work. This was her way of sending the message to her son that he had
to treat his learning seriously. After a few times he realized that he could not go to
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sleep without finishing his work. He also realized that it was better to finish the
work and then to go out to play. But the mother said this strategy was only useful
for the written part of the assignment, and that she was not sure about the reading
part. There was no way she could find out whether the boy read his books or not.
Shen’s mother also asked her son to improve the quality of his work. In the
beginning, the boy would write only a few lines in his diary, and the mother told
him he had to finish a whole page each day. She could not read well what he
wrote, but she could count the numbers of the lines on the page and the density of
the words in each line. He then saw that there was no hope of treating the work
carelessly and learned to write in the diary seriously. The boy would write about
baseball games he saw on television. He would also write about books he had
read. Every day he finished all the work in an hour and a half to two hours. Then
he could play with his friends.

f. Childhood as the time for learning basic skills
All the parents believed that childhood was a time for the children to study,
especially basic skills. When to start instruction on literacy and math varied in
different families, but all of them thought that childhood was the time for intensive
study to prepare the children for further learning.
Yu-en’s mother said that early instruction of children is a Chinese custom.
She believed that children have the capacity for learning, especially for
memorizing. Even though their ability to understand is not developed yet, such as
the ability to comprehend the meaning of classical poetry, they could still learn to
memorize the lines. Then, she believed, with the development of their cognitive
ability, they would understand the meaning gradually. If the parents did not let
children learn, they would waste the children’s time and talent.
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There are many examples of how parents and grandparents gave children
early literacy instruction. Yu-en’s grandparents had started to teach her classical
poetry before she was two years old. Her grandparents observed that she had a
good memory in learning poetry. They read poetry to her. After they read a poem
several times, she remembered it, and they taught her more. By the time Yu-en
was sent to her parents before her fourth birthday, she could recite many popular
poems and recognize a number of written words in Chinese.
Han-yan’s grandmother taught her first-grade Chinese. Elementary
textbooks brought from home were used for a whole year during her preschool
time. The grandmother taught her classical poetry, too, using Hundred Tang
Poems (618-907 AD). The girl started learning these lessons when she was three

and four years old. The reason that she stopped learning poetry on a regular basis
was that her grandma went back to China and her mother was too busy to teach
her. The mother said that she always thought that she needed to continue her
poetry lessons and felt guilty about not doing so.
Hui-run’s mother started to read books to him when he was only a few
months old, and taught him Chinese characters when he was three years old.
Ye’s mother taught her and her two-year-old sister classical poetry every
Saturday morning. She said that it was a good way for them to spend time together
and also a meaningful activity. By learning the poems, her daughters not only
learned Chinese language and literature, but also Chinese philosophy, which would
help them understand the meaning of life from a Chinese perspective. The mother
and her two daughters would recite Chinese poetry together. The mother would
recite first and then let her girls follow until they could remember all of the lines.
She would explain the meaning to the older daughter.
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When I asked Ye which poem was her favorite, with her mother’s help, Ye
picked An ode to the long song:
All the rivers flow east to the sea,
When will they return west?
If one does not work hard in youth.
He will regret in vain in old age.

Another favorite poem she picked and recited was a Tang poem, The Farmer’s
Poem:

5

On a summer at noontime, under the hot sun,
a farmer is weeding his rice crops.
On the ground besides the crops, his sweat drips.
Who would know every piece of grain in your plate,
comes from the farmer’s hard work.

Ye’s mother used the Long Song to teach her daughters about childhood and
learning. Using this poem she told the girls that the most important thing in
children’s life is to study hard to prepare themselves to be useful in the future so
they can have a successful life. Otherwise, they will regret what they lost in youth
in their old age, which will be too late. The Farmer’s Poem let the girls learn that
they needed to cherish material goods which result from other people’s hard work.
Many parents in this study wanted their children to develop basic skills in
literacy learning. They saw paper and pencil activities as the way of learning.
They wanted their children to learn to memorize and write words correctly with
perfect cursive, to read the written text fluently with perfect pronunciation, and to
memorize poems.
Out of the ten families, six of them asked their children to do character
copying in Chinese. Fen, Peter, Ye, Mei, Han-yan and Mumu all copied page after
page of characters (Figure 4.19). Mumu’s mother said that the school gave

children too little writing work. The children could not learn how to write in that
way and the school spoiled them:
The teacher asks the children to write each character five times for each
character, and there is only one page of homework per week. You can not
expect children to recognize and to remember how to write the characters
by doing so. They need to write each character for a page or more, like what
we did when I was at her age. When I asked Mumu to write characters
more times, she told me that her fingers were sore. I did not believe her.
How come I never felt that way when I had to write much more than her at
her age? The children are spoiled by the school and the teachers.
Mumu’s mother also reported how she helped Mumu to learn her English:
I like the exercise books we bought from local stores. (She shows the
workbooks she bought for Mumu to learn English; they are Phonics,
Spelling, and books about reading skills, see Figure 4.21.) They are easy to
use and Mumu loves them. She learned a lot from these books. We had
started to learn these books since she was attending preschool. She was
about three and a half years old then.

g. Parents’ high expectations for their children’s learning
Most of the parents held high expectations for their children. They thought
that school achievement was the most important goal in their children’s lives.
Ye’s mother reported that she was always the best student in her class in China.
She wanted to be, and usually was, the top student in her class. But since she came
to this country to study, she realized that there was something she could not do.
For example, she could not be an all-A student anymore in her course work. It
might be that the English language was in her way. So, she thought that it was
time for her to help her daughter to be the best. She said that she had to set high
expectations for her daughter’s learning in order to help her to meet the school’s
high standards in the homeland.
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During the interviews, several of the mothers reported their expectations of
their children’s learning. Peter’s mother wanted him to carry a double load of
work, to learn Chinese and English equally well at the same time. Leah’s mother
wanted her daughters to be competitive in the school system in the homeland. She
brought them with her to this country to have a different school experience and
learn English, which was important in improving their educational status.

h. Parents’ encouragement of their children to perform above their age level
in learning
According to anthropologist Hsu (1981), Chinese parents measure the
children’s worth by the degree to which the children act like adults. In other
words, the parents would be proud of a child if he acted “older than his/her age,”
which indicated that the child grows faster and is, therefore, better than others.
This is seen as an honor and a sign of a good family.
According to the data, more than half of the parents or grandparents treated
the children as if they were older than their real age. They praised the children
when they acted older than their age. This kind of behavior resulted from the
parents’ and grandparents’ encouragement and their influence on the children.
Below is a list of how the children’s parents encouraged them to act older than
their age: Yu-en’s grandparents taught her classical poetry and Chinese characters
before she was three years old, Shen did fourth-grade math when he was in second
grade, Ye learned classical poetry starting at age two, Mei stopped drawing and
only wrote in her leisure time when she was in first grade, Han-yan’s grandmother
taught her first-grade Chinese when she was three year old, Hui-run made friends
with children older than his age only (the oldest one was three times older than his
age).
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Yu-en’s story about her early learning explains the preference of the parents
and grandparents. Yu-en’s grandparents taught her classical poetry when she lived
with them before her third birthday. She remembered the lines of the poems and
could tell you about the characters in the lines, like a little scholar. In Chinese
language, there are many characters with the same sounds, yet the structures of the
characters and the meanings of them are different. One way to distinguish them is
to put the character in context; usually using the character with another one to form
a word is enough, since in modern Chinese many words are formed by two
characters, and only certain characters can be put together. Advanced Chinese
literacy skills are needed for one to be able to use this method. There are different
characters that have the same sound but different meanings, and one needs to know
how to use them with other characters to form words in a meaningful way. This
was what Yu-en’s grandparents taught her to do. This was certainly not a normal
skill for a three-year-old. Regarding this, the mother said:
My father believes in early instruction. He taught Yu-en early. He taught
her to recite poems. She remembered many poems. After my father and
Yu-en came here, we went to visit our relatives. Yu-en, not three years old
yet at that time, then recited many poems from Tang dynasty7, such as “Near
the bed the bright moon shone, No one knows how many flowers fall over in
the night from wind and rain. ” e It was quite a performance. My father also

taught her poems about how easy it is for people to get into old age. It
seems to me that these were my father’s concerns about old age, and not
Yu-en’s. My father said that Yu-en learned fast and her cousin, who is my
sister’s daughter and stayed in my parents’ home at the same time, did not.
He told Yu-en each poem two or three times and then she could remember
and be able to recite it. He also taught her the written words. She could tell
you the third word of the second line in the poem “Near the bed the bright
moon shone: / thought that (the moon light) was the frost on the ground. ”
was the word of earth, or ground: “ ‘di’ shi ‘tudi’ de’di’.”
). She could recognize many written Chinese words, but I wonder
how much she really understood.
I know my parents like to give children education ahead of their age,
or call it ‘chaoqian jiaoyu’
)• She also likes to tell you that she is

174

going to school in the future to learn something. I bought her a backpack
this summer. She loves it and is looking forward to starting elementary
school next year. My sisters and I were like her, too. My parents treated us
the same when we were young. My husband and I do not agree with them.
Yu-en forgot all of the poems now (after the girl stayed with her parents for
about ten months). We want her to learn English. She does have a good
memory. She still pays attention to written words. During the time my father
stayed with us, he taught Yu-en the English alphabet and she remembers the
letters. When she saw the letter J, she would say: “T is for Joanna’s name,
and ‘B’ is for Ben’s name.” These are the names of her classmates.
Speaking about “chaoqian jiaoyu,” I think we are like that, too. I do
not like to buy dolls for Yu-en. The dolls are for little girls and are not very
useful. There are not many things she can do with a doll. We like to buy
toys that are for children older than her, or toys of educational use, for her
to play with longer.

5. Home literacy constructed and maintained traditional school-based
literacy practices
Traditionally, school-based literacy was the predominant form of home
literacy practice of the Chinese families. As discussed in Chapter Two, the power
of school literacy practices rested on their social consequences which led to their
being assimilated into home literacy. The school’s high status in Chinese society
made school literacy a predominant version of literacy in the society. School
literacy was assimilated and internalized into many contexts in society, including
family literacy. School literacy was assimilated into homes through two routes:
through the cultural ideology that one’s status is built on education and schooling;
and through the belief formed from one’s schooling about what people need to
learn and how learning takes place.
The findings of the study confirmed these points. When asked what home
literacy activities entail, most of the parents listed homework from school and
studies to help children in their schoolwork and to prepare them for going back to
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a Chinese school in their homeland. Those activities included: homework from
school, English language, book reading, math exercises, Chinese language
learning, poetry reading, diary writing and free writing. Those activities took up a
larger part of the time than other literacy-related activities. Literacy activities in
other aspects of life were also used as ways to support or promote school literacy,
as discussed in the domain analysis in section B.
Issues such as how and why the parents incorporated school-based literacy
in home literacy practices and the interaction patterns between the parents as
teachers and the children are discussed in this section.

a. School literacy as the legitimate form of literacy
All the parents in this study grew up in Chinese society, and most of them
went though schooling from elementary school to college. In their minds, school
literacy was the most legitimate form of literacy.
The parents believed that school literacy was the way literacy learning
should be. School literacy was also the form of literacy most of them were
familiar with. Therefore, school literacy was the form of literacy that the parents
felt most comfortable with and conducted at home with their children. This
tendency was validated from family to family through the interviews and found in
the participant observations. The teaching styles most of the parents used were the
same as the Chinese schools’, where the teacher was the center of learning and the
source of knowledge. Based on the understanding of teaching in the Chinese
schools and parents’ personal experiences in schooling, most of them followed the
schools’ teaching practices at home. One of the major teaching practices of the
schools which the parents followed was the use of the textbooks. Eight out of ten
families in the study used textbooks brought from their home country to teach their
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children at home. They also borrowed textbooks from their children’s American
teachers to help the children’s current school learning. But ironically, many of the
teachers in the American schools did not use textbooks anymore. This made many
of the parents feel lost and uneasy.
There were other forms of literacy learning, such as reading novels. But
these were not seen as a legitimate material for literacy learning. Non-school
related literacy had no value for the children’s education in traditional views,
especially in the eyes of older generation. One example is when Hui-run’s mother
read novels and magazines, her mother was not happy, because in her mind, only
the textbooks from school were important. Reading books other than the
textbooks were a waste of one’s time. I remembered my grandma was the same.
When she saw me reading novels, she always scolded me: “How come you are
reading these irrelevant books again? ”

b. School teaching and learning styles
This study found that the interactions and the teaching and learning styles in
home literacy practices were culturally shaped. The data showed that the parents
were the teachers while the children were the pupils. The parents controlled the
learning and served as the center of knowledge, based on their hierarchical
positions in the family. The parents gave orders and the child did what the parents
asked him/her to do. Children were required to follow and depend on adults. The
Chinese parents did not value decision-making and independence of the children.
Many children felt more comfortable when interacting with adults than with their
peers, because they were used to looking for guidance and help from adults.
The traditional learning style includes memorization and drills. The
character copying and poetry recitation were typical practices for memorization.
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The ability of abstract analysis was important for older children to develop. Ye’s
mother’s text analysis with Ye during home learning exemplified this. Using
grammatical analysis for foreign language learning was another method (Rao,
1996) that the Chinese parents practiced. Parents believed memorization could be
related to the nature of the Chinese written language. They thought learning was
paper-and-pencil work. Reading and writing of languages and math and science
work were the main content of learning. The same subjects are included in the
college entrance examinations, which reinforced this concept in Chinese
education. This was also why many parents had a hard time understanding the
American school’s practices of valuing the oral language and social skills.
The home Chinese language lessons were taught in many of the families in
this study in a way which was the same as the school’s: in Peter’s, Ye’s, Mei’s,
Mumu’s, and Han-yan’s families, the mothers as teachers read aloud from the
textbooks, demonstrated the sounds of new words, and explained the structure and
meaning of new words. After this word level study, study concentrated on the
children’s’ comprehension of the text. Next the children were asked to work on
their own: copying characters, and using new characters to make sentences. For
older children, the assigned work included answering questions about the text to
measure comprehension; sometimes parents assigned compositions of specific
topics.
The consideration of the children’s comprehension in learning was different
from the children of the Chen family in Bloome’s study (1986) who were asked by
their parents to copy the newspapers without knowing the meaning of the text. As
discussed in Chapter Two, families from different class backgrounds teach literacy
differently because the parents’ educational backgrounds are different; the parents
in this study were well educated and familiar with the Chinese school’s practice,
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and the parents of the Chen family in Bloome’s study did not have much
educational experience themselves in both Hong Kong, their place of origin, and
the US. Therefore, it was almost impossible for them to arrange school-based
learning for their children.

c. Use of non-school-related literacy activities to support school literacy
Among the nine domains of literacy use in the families reported in Section
B of this chapter, most of the domains were used by the families as direct or
indirect methods of promoting school literacy (Table 4.3).
For example, Mei’s mother taught Mei to learn how to read bills and write
checks; she also encouraged her to read labels on the products they bought as ways
to exercise reading and writing in English. The family joined a Bible study group
in which Chinese was used in reading to give Mei a chance to learn Chinese. Ye’s
mother arranged a pen pal in Beijing for Ye to create a situation for her to use
written Chinese and stimulate her to learn the language. Yu-en’s and Han-yan’s
parents used storybook reading to help them learn the school language—English.
The parents used computer networks to get information and to write to their
friends often. This set up models of using literacy and technology for their
children. Children used literacy as a form of entertainment, such as Ye’s book
reading and Mei’s storybook copying. These activities were helpful for literacy
learning and therefore, accepted forms of play by the parents.

179

Table 4.3 Literacy activities used by the families as direct or indirect ways to
promote school literacy.

Domains of
literacy use

Family

Daily living
routines
Work

Peter,
Mei
All

Religion

Mei

Participating in
the information
network
Entertainment

Shen,
Hui-run

Inter-personal
communication
School related
activities
Storybook time

Literacy for the
sake of learning
literacy

Goals of the families
(conscious and
unconscious)
Ways to exercise
reading and writing
Parents as models for
literacy use
Bible as learning
material
Ways to use literacy

All
families
All
families

Accepted forms of
play
Useful ways to
promote literacy
Helping children with
school achievement
Tools for supporting
school literacy

All
families

Helping children with
school literacy

Mei, Ye
Ye

Relations with school
literacy
Indirectly related to
school literacy
Indirectly related to
school literacy
Indirectly related to
school literacy
Indirectly related to
school literacy
Indirectly related to
school literacy
Indirectly related to
school literacy
Directly related to
school literacy
Directly/ Indirectly
related to school
literacy
Directly related to
school literacy

6. Summary
This section examines data on how home literacy practices constructed and
maintained cultural traditions and identity, social relations inside the family, values
related to learning, and traditional teaching content and methods. Parents used
Chinese language learning and engaging in Chinese cultural events to help their
children develop and maintain Chinese cultural identity.
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Literacy practices in the family helped children construct and maintain the
traditional social relations inside of the family. The family served as the primary
educational institution for the children and a place for problem solving. The
parents and extended family members used home literacy practices to support the
children’s education. During the literacy practices, the children learned about
traditional social relations inside the family. Children learned that the elders were
the authorities and that their obedience was necessary. The parents were decision¬
makers in the home learning, deciding what and how the children should learn.
Children were expected to comply in all of the learning activities.
Cultural values regarding literacy learning were transmitted from parents to
children during the literacy practices. Schooling and learning were placed in high
regard and discipline was important for children to learn and advance. Children
learned from this process to respect the school and the teachers, to treat education
as one of the most important matters in their lives. They also learned that being
Chinese means that they need to work hard, that childhood is a time for learning,
and that they should always try to act older to please their parents.
Traditionally, school-based literacy practices have been the legitimate form
of literacy in Chinese society. Home literacy practices constructed and maintained
this tradition. The parents in this study have adopted this tradition, and have
practiced this form of literacy. They considered homework from school as the top
priority in home literacy practices; they used the school’s textbooks and traditional
teaching methods in home learning as well.
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E. The families’ experiences of
literacy learning in American culture
Like other immigrants who have come to the United States from around the
world, the parents in this study had an “American dream.” They dreamed about
new opportunities and the high quality of education. The American schools that
their children attended served as an important link for the families. Not only did
they connect to American culture through their children’s schools, but they
observed the school’s methods of teaching to understand the host culture’s
perspectives on literacy learning. Parents observed the different educational
practices in the American schools and the effects of schooling on their children.
They made comparisons between the schools’ educational practices in the
homeland and in America. They also observed how their children’s learning of
English led to the children’s development of an American identity.
The literature reviewed in Chapter Two on schooling and cultural and social
factors in literacy practices (Bloome and Willett, 1992; Solsken, 1993), different
teaching styles (Bernstein, 1975), and language learning and cultural identity in
schools (Gee, 1990) is used to interpret data in this section. The themes that
emerged from the data analysis relate to the families’ experience of their children’s
American schooling and the children’s development of an American identity
through the school culture.

1. The families’ experience of their children’s American schooling
The traditional method of home literacy teaching focused on helping the
children achieve in school. Following this tradition, the families focused their
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attention on the children’s schooling. How the children performed at school
influenced their decisions in home learning.
As discussed in the review of literature on school practices, Bernstein
(1975) discussed two different pedagogical approaches are used in the schools’
primary grades, visible and invisible pedagogy. The parents observed from their
children’s school lives the practice of invisible pedagogy, characterized by
flexibility in control, learning process and evaluation. This teaching practice
differed from the methods used in the parents’ homeland schools, in which a very
clear and visible pedagogy was applied.
The themes that emerged from this data analysis involved differences in
what the children needed to learn, how they should learn, the teacher’s
expectations, and evaluation of the children’s progress, the discontinuity of literacy
practices between school and home, and the tensions between school and home.
These issues are discussed in the following sections.

a. The differences between teaching practices in the homeland and American
schools
Naturally, the parents made comparisons between the schools in their
homelands and their children’s American schools. Some of them were happy to
find new teaching methods, while others believed that some important methods
were missing or needed to be done in different ways. Issues involved the center of
learning, the basis of the curriculum, and the focus and methods of learning.
I worked in a school attended by seven out of ten children in the study, and
I worked in five children’s classrooms. My work gave me the opportunity to
observe the children’s school lives and their parents’ involvement with their
children’s schooling. These experiences helped me understand and interpret how
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the parents perceived their children’s lives in American schools, which the parents
talked about during the interviews.

i. The resources and activities in the classroom In comparing Chinese
and American school systems, college levels are most similar while elementary
and preschool levels are more different, according to the parents.
Most of the parents did not have time to spend in the elementary classrooms
to observe thoroughly what their children did. They got a glimpse of the classes
when they dropped off and picked up their children, or when they visited the
classes for special events. When the parents sent their children to the American
classroom for the first time, what they saw of the school, especially the classroom,
was a wonder to them. The classrooms were immense and the decorations on the
walls and in the classrooms were fantastic compared to those in their homelands.
The classrooms from preschool level to college were almost the same in thenhomeland. There were usually only a black board, tables, chairs, and bare walls.
The classroom they saw in their children’s school was more than twice as large,
brighter with beautiful decorations, and full of different materials. Real objects,
such as rabbits and other small animals, were used in learning activities. This was
something totally new to them.
They were surprised to see the different learning activities offered for the
children. The children could make their own choices of what they wanted to do.
What was even more surprising were the learning activities themselves. Children
worked in groups, with partners, or alone. They wrote, painted and drew pictures,
read books alone, listened to stories read by the teachers, played with blocks of
different sizes and made from different materials, had many kinds of toys, animals,
insects, watched how ice melted into water, or had a dramatic play based on a
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favorite story. Sometimes part of the classroom could look like a farm with an
incubator and newly hatched chicks, or a ballot box for the children to play as
voters.
The parents believed that learning is an activity done quietly with pencil and
paper. Their children’s school experiences allowed the parents to realize that there
was a different kind of learning in which pencil and paper are not always needed,
and that academic learning is not only a mental but a physical activity as well,
especially for young children.
During the interviews, the parents reported that they were happy to find new
ways of teaching from observing their children’s classes. They admired the
material richness of American life reflected in the classroom, and appreciated that
American education enriched their children’s lives. They liked the teachers’
emphasis on the development of children’s thinking ability and creativity in the
classrooms. But at the same time, some of them felt that something was missing.
Furthermore, they could not consider some of the activities as learning, measured
by their experience in education. The most amazing place was the math area with
small objects. The use of the manipulative materials -- the different-sized and
shaped little objects — in math was beyond the parents’ comprehension. In the
home culture, math was seen as the work of pencil, paper and brain. If a little
child needed to count her fingers when doing math, the usual response from adults
was to laugh at her because she could not manage the task inside her head. They
saw the need to use real objects when doing math as rudimentary and something
that should not be encouraged. Language learning was conceptualized as book
reading and book writing in their home culture. Drawing pictures as a form of
writing used in the American schools was also a new concept to the parents. These
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discoveries led them to realize that there were deep differences between the
American schools and their own knowledge about learning,

ii. Child-centered teaching versus teacher-centered teaching The
parents also found differences between the roles of the teachers and children in
their homeland and in American schools.
Han-yan’s mother did her pre-practicum work for one of her graduate
courses in her daughter’s first-grade class. She went to class twice a week for a
semester, four hours each time. She said that she liked the ways the teachers
worked with children, that they were like the children’s friends (as long as the
children were well behaved). The teachers observed the children’s interests and
then arranged a variety of learning activities to match their interests. The teachers
were still in control of the class, but acted in a very different way compared to the
teachers in their homeland. They found that the curriculum was based on the
teacher’s understanding of the children’s interests and developmental needs. The
atmosphere in the classroom was not rigid but relaxed. The children were the
center of learning. They had freedom to choose activities from several different
options. The teachers set up a classroom environment and provided learning
opportunities according to the children’s learning and developmental needs.
Parents also noted how nicely the teachers treated the children. As Leah’s
mother said:
The first thing Leah mentioned about the school was: the teachers are much
nicer than the teachers in her school in Taiwan! They are gentle and polite
to the students.... The children are fortunate to have teachers like that, and
they do not have to suffer as they did in the schools at home.

This was very different from the schools at home. As described in Chapter
Two, in the Chinese schools the teachers are seen as authority figures whom the
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children must respect and obey as they would their parents. As the old folk saying
states: “The person who is your teacher even for one day, deserves your respect,
just as your father does, for the rest of your life.” The teachers were seen as the
source of knowledge and the center of learning. The teacher-centered teaching
falls neatly within the hierarchical structure of Chinese society. The parents
followed this tradition in home learning as well.
The different styles of teaching created difficulties for both the parents and
the children in the home learning process. Teacher-centered teaching was the
teaching style familiar to the parents. It was embedded in the parents’ cultural
ideology of teaching. The parents were more comfortable being “in charge” of the
home learning and believed children should follow whatever the parents thought
they should do. The parents rarely considered the children’s feelings and ideas;
they practiced the tradition of making decisions for their children. Parents felt that
it was perfectly legitimate for them to make decisions for their children. They
believed that their children were still young and could not judge what was good for
them.
Since the children went to American schools, their reactions to the adultcentered teaching style differed. The children might take it for granted in the
homeland when parents treated them this way, but the children had different
thoughts here, since they saw different styles of teaching. Sometimes when they
questioned their parents, the parents sensed rebellious attitudes. Peter exemplified
this change. He grew up in Chinese society in Taiwan. In that society, children
were taught to listen to their parents and elders in their family. There were no
other ways to behave. According to his mother, Peter was a hard working and
obedient child. He never said no to anything his parents asked him to do. After
having attended an American school in this country, his mother sensed that his
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attitude had begun to change and she became very worried. She sensed that he
was not as obedient as before. He became self-assured and independent, taking on
American children’s attitudes. He complained about studying Chinese after
school. The mother said she believed that his American school, which valued
independence, influenced her son in a negative way.

iii. Child development based curriculum versus empirical teaching
Child development is one of the important fields in western social sciences.
This was something very new to the parents, because there is virtually no
developmental psychology in contemporary Chinese society, and no concept of
childhood as westerners know it (Gardner, 1989). Chinese teachers use mainly
traditional methods and empirical adjustment. The traditional methods include
analytical abilities training, drills and memorization. The empirical aspect
involves observing how the child is doing. If the child can keep up with the study,
then the teacher gives her more work to do. What Yu-en’s grandparents did was
just this. When they found out that she had a good memory, they let her recite more
poems. If the child could not do so, they would have slowed down the pace.
Many Chinese parents believed that the only differences between adults and
children are size and physical capacities. Therefore, some of them did not
understand that the home activities should coincide with children’s developmental
capacities, patterns and needs. They simply assigned their children work that they
thought was important and did not consider the children’s interests or capacities.

iv. Different values in learning American teachers valued many things in
learning, such as independence, that meant little or nothing to the Chinese families.
Also, there were things that the schools hardly considered but that were important
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to the families. Among them was the school’s emphasis on the development of
creativity, social skills and oral language, in contrast to the parents’ emphasis on
the development of basic skills such in math, science and writing.

Creativity Several parents said that they liked the school’s emphasis on the
development of children’s creativity. They recognized the value of creativity; they
said it would help the children become better learners and achieve success in the
future. Leah’s mother said this was something that Chinese schools did not offer
the children which she came to believe was a valuable part of her daughter’s
schooling during their year long stay in this country.

Social skills Several parents noted the teachers’ emphasis on the
importance of children’s social skills. At first, it was a big surprise for them.
They did not understand why the children needed to learn how to socialize with the
teachers and with other children. The American schools saw the development of
social ability as a very important aspect of learning that assisted them in social
interactions, but it meant nothing in the Chinese schools. Learning was treated as
a process of individual effort. No classes and no textbooks taught children how to
develop the kinds of social skills promoted in the American schools.
Hui-run’s mother described her experience of this difference between
Chinese and American schools. After she and her husband found out about Huirun’s progressive hearing problem, she wanted to enroll her son in kindergarten to
give her son an early start in formal schooling. She feared his hearing ability
might get worse after a year. Hui-run was born in November, and at that time he
was four years and ten months old, two months short of the school’s kindergarten
enrollment age. The school would not allow him to enroll in kindergarten. The
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mother argued with the teacher and the school that besides the consideration of
Hui-run’s hearing problem, he had a high level of academic skills. The school’s
special education teacher tested him and determined that his math ability was at the
second grade level in his preschool year, which proved that he was ready for
kindergarten. Still the teacher told Hui-run’s mother that her son’s social ability
had not developed enough for him to attend kindergarten yet. This comment really
shocked Hui-run’s parents because they never thought of social ability as being an
important trait for a child achieving success in school. They could not see this as a
valid reason to keep their son in preschool for another year. Like most Chinese
people, they believed in the importance of early schooling and academic
instruction and never thought about social skills. They were very disappointed
about the teacher’s and the school’s attitude.

Oral language development The importance of oral language
development also surprised the parents. In Chinese culture, children were not
supposed to be talkative or to initiate conversations with adults. The culture only
valued reading and writing abilities in language. A difference in attitudes can be
seen in lunch activities in both systems. Lunch time is a time for conversation in
the American schools. However, according to the Chinese tradition, no talking is
allowed while eating in school, unless absolutely necessary. When the children are
not invited, they are not supposed to join in conversations between adults. The
parents could only partially accept the American teachers’ emphasis on the
development of oral language. Only necessary words were spoken during meal
time in the six families I observed. The idea of carrying on a conversation during
meal time was too much for some of them, and even more so for the grandparents.
Therefore, this created discontinuity between home and school practices.
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Basic skills Most of the parents expressed a belief that the basic skills in
math and literacy, such as reading, writing, spelling, and penmanship, were very
important for the children to develop. They believed that the school did not
emphasize the children’s development of these skills as much as they should. The
parents thought that the children spent too much time playing, and were surprised
that they could invent spelling of words when necessary. They felt that not enough
time was devoted to “real work,” the memorization of words and math problems.
On this, Mumu’s mother said:
...Mumu went to a Chinese and English bilingual program, and only the
Chinese teacher and the ESL teacher gave her homework to do. But that is
only one page for a week.... I was anxious that Mumu would not learn
...Chinese well enough. From my personal experience, to learn Chinese
well, you must recognize Chinese characters. If you do not practice, you
will never learn them. They (Mumu and classmates) learned only a few
characters a week. I remembered when I was little, we had to write
hundreds of characters each night, then we would be able to remember the
writing of each word. ... I think the teachers give the children too few
writing exercises and homework assignments, so that the children will not
be able learn to read and write well.
Mei’s mother voiced similar thoughts:
In my view, going to school is a way to learn how to read and write, and
one has to work hard to become a good student.... The children here seem
to play all day. They need to learn how to read and write, to remember the
correct writing of each word, and to do their math. Mei did three-digit
multiplication in the first grade, because she learned math at home. But
many of her classmates were still learning numbers from 1 to 10, and not
even ready for addition yet. I thought that the learning was too slow in
Mei’s class. Mei was only doing the children’s normal work in the schools
back home. ... I would not let her waste time on unnecessary things, such as
drawing. She likes to draw pictures. But I told her that drawing is for small
children who cannot write, and that she was much older. “You need to use
your time wisely to do more writing”, I told my daughter.
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Fei’s, Peter’s, Ye’s, and Hui-run’s parents expressed similar concerns, too.

v. Different content and materials for learning Parents thought that the
content and materials used in their children’s schools were very rich. The children
learned not only reading, writing, and math, but also science, history, social
science, health, and different forms of art. The children also developed an
awareness of many sensitive issues such as racial harmony, environmental
concerns, etc. The learning materials were very rich, too. The parents thought the
use of children’s literature in English classes was especially impressive.
Han-yan’s father explained how he had learned from his daughter’s
classroom experiences that learning in the classroom was not only rich, but
in-depth, too. He was amazed at the design of the curriculum which prepared the
children to move into higher science classes in the future. He said that he found
that math in the first grade was connected to higher science:
I found from my daughter’s math learning that there is an emphasis on
geometry from the beginning of schooling. From the beginning of first
grade, children learn about geometric patterns. I thought that there must be
a reason that the math curriculum was designed like this. The learning of
patterns is connected to computer science and the research on brain
functions. As of now, research in the human brain is about the recognition
of the brain’s patterns. Artificial intelligence research on robots begins
with pattern recognition. The robotics uses light to recognize written
language as patterns to ‘understand’ its meaning. It is amazing that certain
types of high level science and basic teaching in the beginning levels are
directly connected. Is the connection thoroughly designed or is it
coincidence? Usually geometric reasoning is taught in college in China. I
remember that I learned a lot about numbers, and had a good concept about
them, but very few concepts of patterns in my elementary years. Puzzles are
very popular toys for children in this country. They play puzzles from a
very young age. It is a kind of training in pattern recognition. Han-yan is
very good at puzzles, but I was not, because I learned to do it at a much
older age than she. I believe that the teaching methods from each society
have their advantages.
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Shen’s mother was amazed by the quality and quantity of her child’s books.
Her reaction to the children’s literature was representative of other parents’ views.
She explained:
When Shen started to bring home children’s books borrowed from the
school library, I was so amazed by the books. The quality of the books is
very good. These books are funny, interesting and educational. The pictures
are beautiful and the books are made durable for children to read. When the
teachers send home the book club order form, I always buy some books for
Shen. (She reached into the compartments of Shen’s little desk and pulled
out several children’s books, and showed them to me.) Look at this book!
The Three Little Pigs’ Story ‘Told’ by a Wolf( Scieszka, 1989). It is
impossible to find these kind of books back home. With so many interesting
books available to children, learning to read is fun.

But she also experienced frustration when trying to understand the subject
matter and teaching materials used in the school:
When Shen was in second grade, the teacher used to ask the children to
recite words. Each week the children needed to memorize ten words. Then
the teacher had them write the words on a piece of paper. If the child could
not remember the spelling of any word, then he had to write that word many
times to remember it. He then had a second chance in the next week to
show that he learned how to spell it. Over that year, Shen learned several
hundred frequently used words. I like this kind of teaching and I know how
to help Shen to do a good job of that.
But my work in helping Shen in school learning is getting harder.
Shen was two years ahead of his grade level in math two years ago. During
that time, we used the Chinese math textbooks at home. It is difficult for
me to figure out what to do in order to give him further help. I knew from
my own experience for which grade you need to learn what kind of things
in the schools back home. But I am not familiar with what he has learned at
school. It is not the same stuff as I learned in fifth grade. You never know
what is going on in the school. I want to go to the classroom to observe
what the teachers teach and how they teach. But I was afraid that my
English is not good enough for me to do so. I asked Shen to help me to
give a note to the teacher, to ask her to write on a note to me about what
they have learned at school each day. But Shen is shy and does not feel

193

comfortable doing so. Then I asked my husband to observe the class for
me. He would not do it either. He said that if Shen can play the violin well,
all other problems will be less relevant. Of course I do not agree with him.
Therefore, the school remains a puzzle to me.

At the same time, the parents found that the teachers organized the content
and use of materials in classroom learning according to the children’s needs.
These were all done in unique ways depending on the teachers’ preferences. This
created difficulties for the parents in following their children’s school learning.
They found that it was almost impossible to learn about the children’s day-to-day
learning in their class, because there were no textbooks which they could buy to
help their children learn at home. They could not do the same things at home as
the school did, since they were not trained that way and had no experience and
knowledge available to do so. Therefore, they could not match the home learning
with the school learning to help their children at home.

vi. Play versus work Parents observed from their children’s school life
that play was a learning medium used in the school for young children. Some of
the parents such as Han-yan’s parents thought that play provided a natural and
experimental learning environment that gives children an opportunity to explore
and experiment with what they have learned.
But not all parents had the same feeling. In the Chinese culture, the desire
for play usually is seen as a shameful waste of time. Even little children are asked
to do work and not play. Mei’s mother said:
In my view, going to school is the way to learn how to read and write, and
one has to work hard to become a good student. The traditional view of the
Chinese is that the ones who carry on the hardest work will be successful in
life. But there is a difference in my daughter's schooling. Going to school is
like playing, especially, when she was in kindergarten and first grade. Play
was part of the school curriculum. The children seem to play here all day,
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while in China, they have to work hard starting from the preschool years. I
am happy to see that my daughter is happy at school. School is full of fun,
and she enjoys the school life a lot. But I also worry about her easy school
life. Can this be a way to succeed in learning? I thought that I had better
help her learn something at home, in case the school cannot teach her
everything she needs. If life is too easy for the children, it will be hard for
them when they have to face the real world later.

b. Teachers’ expectations
The parents in this study felt that the teachers in the American schools
differed considerably from the teachers in the schools of their homelands. In
general, the American teachers always held a positive attitude towards children.
The teachers were happy with any progress the children made. Parents felt
relieved that the teachers were so friendly and encouraging and that their children
were happy. The teachers in the homeland usually set standards so high that the
children suffered, according to the parents. The teachers’ high expectations in
their homelands resulted from the high degree of competition. Ye’s aunt had an
experience with her daughter’s test score that exemplifies this. Her daughter
earned a score of 98 out of 100, which was not considered high enough. Some of
the teachers used shame as a method to push children to study harder. They even
made all the family members feel ashamed about their child’s low scores to put
pressure on the student, such as Mei’s mother and grandparents experienced with
her cousin’s schooling.
But the parents also thought that if the teachers’ expectations were not high
enough, it would be harmful to the children in the long run. The parents were not
sure that their children would become good students or competitive enough if the
teachers did not push the children to study hard like the Chinese teachers did. The
parents thought that the children did not know why they had to learn and the only
thing they did was play. It was the adults’ responsibility to push them, according
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to the parents. The parents also felt that the teachers did not expect the children to
learn as early as possible. They felt that the teachers were holding their children
back. When Mei’s classmates learned numbers and single digit additions, she was
already working on three digit multiplication, and there was not enough support
from her teacher for her continued learning. Age-appropriateness was more
important to the teachers than what an individual child could learn.
Ye’s mother’s opinion about this issue of standards is representative. She
said that the teachers in their homeland set academic standards unreasonably high
and the teachers in the American schools set them too low. If the standards could
be set in between the two levels, this would be ideal, they believed.

c. Differences in assessment
The Chinese parents were result-oriented. Shen’s mother was not too
concerned as to how Shen did his work, as long as the results were there: the
answers to the math problems and the number of pages of diary writing. The
parents wanted their children to develop literacy skills as early as possible. They
wanted their children to be able to read and write and to be the best students. The
parents wanted the teachers to help their children meet their expectations.
Knowing their children’s progress, compared to the children’s past performance,
was not enough for the Chinese parents. They needed common standard
measurements — the results from textbook-based examinations or the rank of their
child in the class — to tell them how well their child was doing. These were the
familiar measurements used in the schools in their homeland, which were
meaningful measurements to them; they looked for the same measures from their
children’s schools. They thought that they needed to know the results of their
child’s learning. What they found instead were the teachers’ praise-centered
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reports of their children’s school performance. Parents were used to the Chinese
school’s straightforward style of telling the parents directly what their children had
to do to make the necessary improvement. The American teachers’ measurements
and communication style in assessments confused them. They could not
understand from the reports how well their children really were doing in school.
Mei’s mother said that Mei was not very smart and, therefore, needed to
study more and harder than other children. Mei’s Chinese learning really worried
her. The mother said that she worried that Mei was not good enough to be
competitive in the future. But she could not figure out from the teacher’s report
what she needed to do to help Mei:
The teachers always praised Mei, saying she was very smart, but I couldn’t
see that she has learned much. I cannot figure out if Mei is doing well in
the school or not. Each time when I go to the school to see the teachers,
they would say the same thing, that Mei is doing well at the school. After a
while I thought that I could not find out what was really going on in Mei’s
schooling. I could not find out if she is really good or not. Because the
teachers told you only the good news and I could not find out what the
problems are and give her necessary help. I thought that she could do much
better than what she has done. In the schools back home, the teachers are
not as tolerant as the teachers here. They seldom tell you how good your
child is, but always point out what needs to be improved. It is much easier
for the parents to know what to do with the child. I worried about her
future a lot. I don’t see that she is as smart as my nephew, so if she doesn’t
work hard, she won’t have much of a bright future. Since she is not so
smart, she needs to work much harder so she can have the same chance as
the smarter ones.

d. Comparisons of different literacy practices in the families and the schools
Findings on the differences of literacy practices in the Chinese families and
the American schools are compared in Table 4.4.
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Table 4.4 Comparisons of different literacy practices in the families and the
schools

Practice
Language
Expectations
for children

What is
literacy
Teaching style

Home

School

Chinese
- Inseparable from the family
- Obedience is required
- Parents make decisions for
children
- The ability to read and write
- Teacher-centered
- Subject-centered
- Task-oriented

How literacy
is acquired

- Knowledge is transferred
from teachers to children

Learning
material
Styles of
learning

- Textbooks
- Workbooks
- Paper and pencil, hard work
- Drill
- Memorization
- Analysis
- Basic skills: Analytical
abilities (older learner); correct
memorization
(younger learner)
- Progress taken for granted
- Always can be better
- Outcome is important
- The earlier the better
- Concentrate on weakness

Skills valued

Expectations
of work

Assessment

English
- Individual needs to be respected
- Sense of self needs to be developed
- Independence is valued
- The ability to read and write to
communicate in social situations
- Concerned with child’s
developmental abilities
- Child-centered
- Gives children choices
- Cooperatively plan learning activities
with children
- Knowledge is constructed through
interactions with other people and the
real world
- Children’s literature and other realuse materials
- Use literacy in real world situations
- Hands-on activity
- Play
- Oral language skills
- Creativity and thinking ability
- Invented spelling
- Social ability
- Acknowledge and praise any
progress
- Process is important •
- Age appropriate
- Concentrate on progress

e. The difficulties on understanding the roles of parents in American schools
Parents found it was very difficult to understand the school’s expectations
for parents. As described in Chapter Two, in the Chinese society the school is
seen as an authoritative institution. The parents’ roles are to pay respect to the
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teachers and to follow and give support to the school’s teaching practices, such as
giving their children the necessary help to meet their individual needs in school
learning. According to the parents, the test scores and the teacher’s requirements
are ways for the parents to know whether the child needs help and what kind of
help is needed. Hui-run’s mother said during her own schooling, there were class
ranks according to the test results after each major test. Parents knew their
children’s place in the class. To make their child study hard was the responsibility
of the parents. If their children could not study well, the teachers held the parents
responsible. Ye’s mother told how her sister had to face the teacher’s anger if her
daughter could not get perfect scores. Mei’s mother still remembers how her
mother was called to the school by the teacher when her nephew did not study as
hard as the teacher liked.
The practices in the American schools were different. With no textbooks,
no clear test results, and no specific requirements from the teacher, the parents had
no idea of the teacher’s expectations. The Chinese parents did not understand the
American parents’ involvement in the schools, such as their membership on
different committees to give support and input and to make decisions on teacher
hiring, etc. The Chinese parents were outsiders to these activities. Only one
parent, Hui-run’s mother, was involved in this kind of work with her son’s school.
As part of her effort to find help which the school could offer to her son, she was
on the special education teacher’s hiring committee to hire a special education
teacher who would work with her son.

2. The impact of American culture on the families
Literature reviewed in Chapter Two suggests that to acquire a second
language while living in its community is a process of acquiring a new cultural
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identity which may conflict with one’s initial identity (Bruner, 1983; Ellis, 1989;
Gee, 1990; Halliday, 1978). When the first language has a lower status in the
society than the second language, learners tend to learn the second language while
losing some of the first language (Cummins and Swan, 1986). By losing their
mother tongue, people lose their cultural identity (Lambert, 1970), because the
ways of using language are among the strongest expressions of cultural identity.
When children learn a language other than their first in the new language’s social
environment, they are likely to develop an identity in some degree of congruence
with the mainstream culture of that new society. Consistent with these
suggestions, this study found that the families’ experiences in the American society
had a tremendous impact on the families’, as well as the children’s, cultural
identities and on the traditional social relations inside of the family.
The issues that emerged from my data analysis which will be discussed in
this section are the children’s development of a new cultural identity, that of the
American school culture and the parents’ fear of assimilation.

a. Developing an identity congruent with the American school culture
When the children attended the American schools and learned the English
language, they developed an identity congruent with the school culture that might
conflict with their primary identity.
The children in this study were all learning English as their second
language, primarily at school. The learning and use of English took place at
school when the children interacted with teachers and classmates, read books, sang
songs, learned history, geography, and celebrated holidays. Through these
activities, the school was socializing the children into mainstream American
culture. Children learned to speak, read, and write English, and most importantly,
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learned how to use the language. They learned not only much better pronunciation
than their parents, but also the gestures associated with the language. They also
used English after school when playing with their friends. They used English at
home when their parents asked them questions about school learning because there
were no Chinese words available that the children could use to explain newlylearned concepts and English words. They had to use English because the Chinese
words they used in everyday life were very limited. In their daily learning and use
of the English language, the children were developing a new social identity
congruent with the host culture, which in turn conflicted with their own or with the
family’s cultural identity.
The younger children had not developed self-consciousness yet. They were
not aware of the conflict. But their parents felt the changes. After Peter attended
an American school for about six months, his mother said that she started to notice
her son’s change. He was not as obedient as before. She said that even his writing
style in the strokes of Chinese was influenced by English writing:
All the characters he writes are slanted like English writing. Children are
not supposed to write in that way in Chinese.

Older children were consciously torn between the two cultures more so than
i

younger ones. They experienced inner conflict about their identities with both
Chinese and American cultures. They needed to develop an identity congruent
with the school culture because they felt that they needed to speak and act like
their peers to be accepted. They also needed to develop a Chinese identity, which
their parents implicitly or explicitly demanded. Fei’s discussion about his
preference for reading in English over Chinese reflects his conflict and guilt:
I should like to read Chinese. It is my own language. But I really like to
read English, because the books are more interesting, and the text is easier
to read aloud.
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b. The parents’ fear of assimilation
All of the children in this study were influenced by American culture from
their American school. One way American culture influenced the children was
that they developed a sense of themselves as independent and a desire to make
their own choices. They were not as obedient towards or dependent upon their
parents as before. This challenged the traditional social relations inside the family.
Peter’s mother spoke about the changes that she noticed in her son and why the
changes worried her:
He was very obedient and depended on us before we came to this country.
But now he seems to be more independent and confident of himself. Each
day after school he has to study Chinese for about two hours, and for a
longer time on weekends. The kids in Taiwan all study hard at school and
go to supplementary programs or get individual tutors after school. To catch
up with them is not an easy thing for Peter to do. I have to push him to
study hard. But he complains: “Do you know that I am working at it
(Chinese learning) very hard? I have to learn English at school, and Chinese
at home. It is too much work for me.” I have a hard time with his new
attitude. It becomes difficult to ask him to do anything. I am worried that
we will have even harder times when we get back home.

Parents also worried that the notion of work would be challenged by their
desire for play which was used as a learning tool at school. The parents also
feared that their children would prefer English over Chinese. They worried that
these changes would interfere with the children’s development of a Chinese
cultural identity. Peter’s mother said that she worried that her son would be
assimilated into the American culture:
We are here about six months now and I see change in Peter already. When
my father pushed me to study hard, I did not complain. Now Peter has
received American education, which is quite different from what I received
in Chinese society. I can sense that he has started to feel
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uncomfortable with the traditional methods. He is not as obedient as before.
I worry about what will happen later.

3. Summary
As the Chinese children assimilated into American schools, their parents
found that often the school represented the host culture, which was like a giant
puzzle for them. This new culture reflected different values where the
independence of the children was prized and the development of creativity was
more important than basic skills. There were new ways of teaching and learning.
Teaching was based on the theories of children’s development and they were put in
the center of teaching. The parents thought that the children at school played too
much. They wondered how to assess their children’s learning at school, what the
role of parents should be in supporting their children’s learning and how to
communicate with the teachers. All these were part of this big puzzle.
Since the school literacy practices differed greatly from what the parents
perceived from their own experiences, they felt that there was a discontinuity
between school and home literacy. Another thing that worried the parents and the
older children was that the necessary learning of English would lead to the
development of an American identity, which seemed in conflict with the home
culture.

F. The influence of the families’ experiences of literacy learning in
the American culture on their home literacy practices
Data collected for this study showed that the families’ experiences of
literacy learning in the American sociocultural environment influenced their home
literacy practices tremendously. The families felt the need to use literacy practices
to make accommodations to the American social and cultural setting. The process
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of accommodation helped the Chinese parents negotiate between the Chinese and
American cultures. The parents needed to make changes in the Chinese cultural
tradition in order to carry on literacy learning. The process of accommodation was
also a process of cultural enrichment.
Literature reviewed in Chapter Two about continuity and change in cultural
traditions (Bloome, 1987; Goodenough, 1981; Gutherie, 1985; Taylor, 1983) led to
an analysis of the data in this section of how these accommodations have enabled
the parents to carry on the cultural tradition of home literacy learning. A number
of themes emerged from the data analysis related to accommodation. These topics
will be discussed in this section: Home literacy accommodations to support the
children’s dual cultural identities, to maintain and modify social relations inside
the family, to support children’s school achievement, and to modify cultural values
related to literacy learning. Finally, unsolved problems in home literacy learning
and the differences in accommodations across families will be addressed.

1. Home literacy practices made»Bccommodatiflii§To the children’s cultural
identity
When the children attended American schools, the school culture influenced
t

them and they developed an identity within it. Faced with this phenomenon,
parents used home literacy learning to help their children develop a Chinese
culture identity. This was intended to balance the influence from the American
culture. Literature reviewed in Chapter Two about language use and cultural
identity (Bruner 1983; Gee 1990; Hallidays, 1978; Solsken, 1993; Street, 1983)
informs this data analysis.
Fei’s, Mumu’s, Shen’s, and Peter’s parents all used home learning activities
to help them build a cultural view of Chinese literacy learning. Ye’s mother used
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poetry reading deliberately to teach her daughters how they should view and
arrange their lives according to traditional Chinese ways, and why they should
develop a work ethic in terms of learning during their childhood years.
Yu-en wanted to have an American style birthday celebration for her fourth
birthday, a celebration she learned from school. She attended her classmates’
birthday parties in school and at their homes. She then asked for a cake and
candles for her birthday, and of course she wanted everyone to sing “Happy
Birthday” for her, too. Her mother planned a compromise birthday party with both

cultural practices: a cake with candles from the American tradition and a family
gathering of adults, a Chinese tradition.
Children used literacy learning to build their identity within both the
Chinese and American cultures. They used literacy as a way to view the world and
to find their place in it, as they lived day to day in between the two cultures: their
homes and their schools. They saw themselves as Chinese, different from their
classmates who might not need to study as hard as they at home, while at the same
time they enjoyed the intimacy with their parents during home literacy activities.
They loved English reading; they felt guilty at not being able to read in Chinese or
not liking to read in Chinese.
Professor Willett recalled the scenarios she saw in Hong Kong where little
children did writing-like activities to pass their time on the curb along the street.
Mei did the same during her free time at home. She liked to copy the words from
the books she read. Her mother saw this as a leisure and play time activity. Mei
used to draw pictures as she copied story books. She learned to draw pictures as a
way to express personal feelings in school. Since kindergarten, she could draw
very beautiful pictures. But her mother told her that she was growing up now and
that drawing and coloring were for small children. But Mei was six years old and
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still a little child during that time. Her mother told her that she should not draw
pictures so often, even during her playtime. She told Mei that only little children
who did not know how to write drew pictures and that she needed to concentrate
on writing. So Mei stopped drawing and her notebook began to look plain since
there were no pictures to accompany the words. Mei was very proud of her
copying. One day, she took the notebook to school as her show- and-tell material.
Among the stories she copied were Snow White and the Seven Dwarves, Bambi,
Pinocchio, and Cinderella, etc. (Figure 4.2) This form of play was accepted in

her home because it seemed like work and made her a better writer. This shows
how her mother incorporated the concept of work in Chinese culture into the
domain of children’s play. Children needed to use a form of work in play to make
it acceptable to their parents.
The children also felt the need to develop close relationships with thenteachers and peers, to find their places in American culture as well. Trying to fit in
and to be accepted in two cultures was not easy for the children. The reality was
that they felt confused and caught in between cultures. Fei’s expression of how he
felt guilty about his preference for English reading over Chinese exemplified how
children were developing identity within both cultures.
i

2. Home literacy practices made accommodations in the social relations
in the family
The families used home literacy practices to make accommodations in the
social relations in the family in the American setting. There were continuities as
well as changes of the traditional social relations inside the families through the
process of accommodation.
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a. Home literacy practices made accommodations in keeping the social
functions of the family
The families made necessary accommodations in order to maintain the
families’ social functions after they arrived in this country. The families continued
to function as the primary social unit and educational institution for their children,
in which the extended family members supported the children in literacy learning.
Necessary accommodations were made to enable the families to carry on the
educational work at an entirely new scale and in a new style than before. This
included being responsible, flexible and resourceful, plus adopting new family
literacy practices from the host culture.
The families helped their children learn the school language, English. To
do so, parents needed to learn English themselves, especially to understand the
meaning and the use of the language in social situations. They themselves lacked
the knowledge of English and ability to teach or help their children learn the
language. To solve this problem, the families learned from the host culture to use
children’s books and storytelling tapes to help their children learn the language in
both oral and written forms.
The familiar role of the Chinese family as supplementary to school literacy
/

was different, since the families were left behind from the schools in the homeland
their children needed to attend in the future. To help the children learn their native
language, Chinese, became the families’ responsibility. Without school instruction
or a Chinese-speaking environment, the processes of native language and literacy
learning were very difficult to carry out. Although three children in the study
attended a school with a Chinese/English bilingual program, the goal of the
Chinese learning in that program was not to acquire Chinese language but to use it
as a tool to acquire English. To accommodate this situation, the families used
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school textbooks and arranged home lessons, or sent children to the Chinese
teacher’s homes to learn to read and write. The families also created other
situations as well. They used everyday conversation, letter writing, movie going,
and cultural events to promote Chinese language learning in a cultural context.

b. Home literacy practices made accommodations in parent-child relations
The families used home literacy practices to make accommodations in the
social relations inside the families. When the children attended the American
schools, they developed a sense of independence. This challenged parental
authority. The parents used home literacy learning as a tool to exercise their
authority and to accommodate to the changing social relations inside the family as
well.
An example is Mei’s Chinese learning. Mei’s mother and grandparents
arranged Mei’s home learning in a traditional way where they made all of the
decisions for Mei as to what to learn and how she should learn. Her mother and
grandparents taught her Chinese first, because they wanted her to be bilingual.
When Mei’s study was not as productive as her mother liked, she sent Mei to
Grandma Chen’s Chinese class. But after a stress-related problem occurred with
the demand of studying that they put on Mei, they were willing to negotiate. Mei
was not happy learning Chinese, especially at Grandma Chen’s class. She told me
that she did not like to go to Grandma Chen’s class, but that she had to go. She
was not a talkative child and rarely initiated conversations. But she told me about
her feelings about the class more than once, which meant that the class burdened
her and she had to express her feelings to someone. In the summer of second
grade, Mei lost a lot of hair. An area on her scalp as big as a small apple became
bare. Her mother panicked. She brought the girl to see many doctors, but none
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could find what was wrong with her. Then some friends told the mother that stress
could lead to hair loss. The mother was so desperate that she was willing to give
up on Mei s learning for at least a while. She told me that she let Mei play more.
She required her daughter to do only four math problems (Figure 4.20) each day
plus some Chinese writing during the summer. By the end of the summer, her hair
started to grow back.
Peter’s mother said that Peter complained about the double amount of work
he had to do: He had to learn his Chinese at the same pace as his age peers back
home. He attended the American school where he studied English for six hours
and then had Chinese learning for at least two hours after school each day.
Learning became the only focus of this seven year-old-boy’s life. Literacy
learning interfered with his normal life. The mother noticed that “He always
works on his Chinese writing with tears in his eyes.” She saw this as a form of
passive resistance. She worried about Peter’s change in attitude at first, but finally
accepted the reality that there was no way for her to prevent Peter from the
influence of his peers at school and decided that she would recover her total
control after returning home to Taiwan.

3. Home literacy practices made accommodations to support children’s
school achievement
The parents shaped home literacy practices to help their children achieve in
school by supporting them in learning English and literacy. The literature
reviewed in Chapter Two on second language learning (Clement, 1979,1980;
Cummins and Swan, 1986; Ellis, 1989, Krashen, 1987; Trueba, 1987) and the
Chinese tradition on literacy learning (Gardner, 1989; Hawkins, 1983) were used
in guiding this data analysis.
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The following themes emerged from the data analysis and will be discussed
in this section: that parents helped their children learn English to support their
American schooling and they helped their children become literate in their native
language to support their future schooling back home.

a. How parents supported children’s school achievement by helping them
learn English
One of the Chinese traditions discussed in Chapter Two and reflected in the
parent interviews was the parents’ obligations to support children’s schooling.
When parents had concerns about their child’s school achievement, they found
ways to help. After the families arrived in this country, the parents were
concerned about whether their children could learn English fast enough for them to
participate in school learning.
Some of the children had bilingual education from the schools, while others
did not, such as the children who attended private preschools. Private preschools
and child care centers usually did not provide any services for children’s second
language learning. Only the public schools’ preschool classes for special needs
children had the facilities to help children learn the school language. Han-yan,
Mumu, and Yu-en went to the private preschools or child care centers, and all
struggled on their own to overcome the language barrier. Only Hui-run, who had a
hearing problem, had a chance to go to the public school’s preschool class and
receive help from the school. Yu-en’s story exemplifies how parents used home
literacy learning to support their children’s schooling by helping the children
acquire the school language.
After living in this country for about two months, Yu-en was sent to a child
care center at the college her parents attended. With no English language ability
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and no language help from anyone in the center, her mother said Yu-en suffered a
lot:
After my daughter arrived in this country for about two months, we sent her
to a preschool. She was about three years old at that time. She had such a
hard time in the beginning. There were only English-speaking teachers in
the school. Yu-en did not understand the language, and there was no help
from the school at all. She could not understand what the teachers and
other children were saying. She told us that she just watched other children
and followed them. But the most difficult time for her was the book reading
time. The pictures of the books could not give her enough information
about the stories. She learned some English, but was far from understanding
a whole story, especially when the teachers read the written language,
which differed from oral language. She was very unhappy. When I went to
her class, I saw sometimes when the teacher read a storybook, she did not
listen and sat alone.
Faced with this problem, Yu-en’s parents had to find ways to help her.
Their fellow graduate students and their professors helped them to find a solution:
We were worried. We talked to our fellow graduate students and our
professors; lots of them were Americans. They suggested that we read
books with Yu-en at home, to help her learn English. We bought books for
her and started to borrow books from the town’s library as well. We read
these books with her. We know that she loves books. My parents told us
that they used to read books with Yu-en a lot at home before. She loved to
listen to storybooks.Yu-en has a very good memory. She could recite
several books which were read frequently to her. My husband brings Yu-en
to the library every week to borrow books. She loves to read books with us.
Before my father left, he read books with her every day at bedtime. She
could even ‘ read’ a book by herself. The title of that book was Are you my
Mother ^(Eastman, 1960). She liked this book the most among other
favorite books. She thought the baby bird in the story who could not find his
mother was just like her own experience in China. “The poor bird!” she
said, “Why did his mother not take care of him?” Both she and the bird
finally found their mothers, and she remembers all of the words of the story
by heart. The book reading really did help her to learn English. After about
six months, she could speak a lot of English and understood most of what
others said to her in the school.

When older children went to the public schools, they had help in English
from the schools. Usually they were assigned bilingual tutors. The tutors worked
with them in the classrooms to translate English into Chinese and to help them in
communication. In the meantime, they went to English as a second language class
to learn English. But for some children it was not enough. Then the parents
stepped in to find ways to help. When Shen still needed translation in his second
and third years in the American schools to help him participate in the classroom
activities, his parents were indeed worried. The mother’s friends who came to this
country earlier told her that book reading would help based on their experiences
with their own children’s English language learning. Then Shen’s mother asked
him to read books at home as a way to learn English. She borrowed and bought
books for him. Usually she assigned daily reading for him before she left home to
work. Then the boy would read books himself. By the time Shen finished his fifth
grade, after about two years of hard work in English, his parents thought his
English was good enough for his grade level.

b. How parents helped their children become literate in their native language
Data showed that the families used home literacy practices to help the
children become literate in Chinese. This practice was used to support the family’s
future plans. The parents came to this country to do their graduate study or to visit
an educational institution. All the families planned to return to the homeland after
having finished their study or work. To help their children in native language
learning was an important part of their preparation for returning home.
For the families who stayed in this country for a short time, literacy
teaching in their native language was usually intensive enough to prepare children
to return to school in the homeland and catch up with peers. In the families who
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would stay longer, literacy teaching in the native language was designed more
towards the goal of helping the children become bilingual to function in both this
country and the homeland.

i. How parents used home Chinese learning to prepare their children to
return home in a limited time When the family needed to return to the
homeland in a limited time frame, the parents were extremely concerned about
their children’s Chinese learning. They needed their children to put a great deal of
effort into Chinese language learning. Because the children’s education was one
of the top priorities of the family, preparing the children to continue their
schooling when the family would return to the homeland became the focus of
home literacy practices. The learning of English was treated as a plus, such was
the case for Peter and Liah.
Since Peter’s family would stay in this country for only two years, teaching
Peter Chinese to keep him on par with his classmates in Taiwan was one of the top
priorities of the family. The mother explained her concerns:
... I worry about his Chinese language learning. In Taiwan the competition
in school is very high. If you want your child to get into a good school in
the future, you have to make your child study hard. That’s why I brought
Peter’s textbooks with me. Peter needs to study at home after school every
day. In this way he can catch up with his class when we return home.
Usually, when parents bring their children to foreign countries to stay for a
while, their children’s Chinese reading and writing skills will fall behind.
After returning, they have to start at a lower grade, at least one or two years.
I don’t want this to happen to Peter. I hope he will study hard to catch up
with his peers.
Fei’s and Ye’s mothers had the same concern, but the time frame for going
back was not as definite as for Peter’s and Leah’s families. They were planning to
return after they finished their graduate studies. Fei s mother said that in order for
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Fei to be able to fit in the school in the homeland, learning Chinese was the most
important subject for Fei to study:

I want Fei to keep up with his Chinese learning. We brought all of the
elementary school textbooks with us. Fei finished his second grade in
China, which gave him a good start on learning how to read and write in
Chinese. I need to keep him continuing to read and write in Chinese,
otherwise he’ll forget what he learned. We have to prepare him to go back
to school in China someday. I am not worried about the subject such as
mathematics and science, because he learns those at school. Besides, if you
have reading ability in Chinese, that’s the basic tool for learning other
subjects. Therefore, I think that learning the language is the most important
thing to preparing him to be able to attend a Chinese school back home.
Ye’s mother expressed her anxiety about her ability to prepare Ye to return
home. She believed that Chinese language learning was an important way to
ensure that Ye and the family as a whole would have a dignified future in the
Chinese schools:
I worry about Ye’s Chinese learning. Learning the Chinese language is a
very important thing for me and my daughter, because when I finish my
studies, I will return to China. If Ye’s Chinese reading and writing is not
good enough, she will have trouble attending school in the homeland. The
oral part is not a problem. We speak Chinese at home all the time, but the
written language is difficult for her. Back home the competition in the
school is very tough, so a child needs to work hard beginning in the first
grade or even in preschool, and has to be competitive at all times.
Otherwise there will be no hope in getting a good education and having a
better future. My sister's daughter is in second grade in China. She told me
that if her daughter gets a 98 or 99 on her exams, the teacher will be angry
with her because only 100 is acceptable. The parents with the bad kids
sometimes were humiliated by the teacher. I really worry about my
daughter's future.

ii. How parents used Chinese learning to prepare their children to
return home in the long-term Families who did not have a definite date to return
home, or considered returning as an option for the future, still wanted their
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children to learn Chinese. They wanted to help their children to become bilingual.
They saw the English language as the most popular language in the world and the
Chinese language as their mother tongue. Therefore, they wanted their children to
be good at both languages. This would enable them to attend schools in both
America and in the homeland.
It was possible for their children to become bilingual because they learned
English at school and Chinese from the parents and the Chinese teachers in the
community. Fei’s, Ye’s, Mei’s, Han-yan’s, Hui-run’s, and Mumu’s home learning
activities emphasized literacy learning in both languages. Although it was not
easy to raise children as balanced bilingual persons, the families tried to help their
children to reach this goal.
Mumu’s mother said that she and her husband wanted Mumu to learn both
Chinese and English. Mumu needed to be good at both languages as part of the
family plan. The family wanted to stay in this country for a while so that the father
could finish his studies and then work to gain experience. This would enable the
family to have the freedom of choosing when to return to the homeland. Mumu’s
language learning served as a part of the safety factor for the family’s future plans.
Most of the families who came from Mainland China prepared their
children to return home by helping them to learn the native language in advance.
Fei’s and Ye’s mother were very concerned about their children learning at the
same pace as their peers in the homeland. But many of them changed their future
plans after the 1989 Tiananmen massacre. Like many other Chinese people, the
families were in shock at the Chinese government’s brutal response to the
democracy movement. They were disappointed with the political climate back
home and wondered if they would have to stay longer in this country. America,
the land of democracy and freedom, seemed more attractive than ever. Along with
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changing the family plans, the pace of the Chinese learning slowed down a bit.
The goal of Chinese language learning also changed in this changing situation.
The goal moved toward helping the children become bilingual. This would enable
the famihes to stay longer in this country or to return home in the future as an
option.
Table 4.5 shows children’s literacy work at school and home.

Table 4.5 Children’s literacy work at school and home.

School
Classes

Home
Work
From
School

English
Learning at
Home Formal

English Learning
at Home Informal

Chinese
Learning at
Home Formal

Chinese
Learning at
Home - informal

Fei

English

English

Book reading

Textbook

Book reading

Peter

English

English

Book reading

Textbook

Book reading

Leah

English
Chinese

English
Chinese

Book reading

Book reading
Text book reading

Yu-en

English

Book reading
Poetry learning

Ye

English

English

Book reading
Listening to story
tapes
Book reading
Dairy writing

Mei

English
Chinese

English
Chinese

Shen

English

English

Han

English

English

Hui

English

Mu

English
Chinese

English
Chinese

Total

E 10/ C 3

E8/C3

Book reading
Story copying
Work books

Textbook

Book reading
Poetry learning

Textbook
Class

Book reading

Book reading

Math work in
Chinese

Book reading
Listen to story
tapes
Book reading

Textbook

Book reading
Poetry learning

Work books

Book reading
Story writing

Textbook

Book reading
Diary writing

2

10

6

10

Character writing

4. Home literacy practices made accommodations on the cultural values
related to literacy learning
According to Goodenough (1981) culture provides distinctive ways of life
for different social groups. When these ten families came to this country, they
approached a new culture that was quite different from their own. The host
culture’s different value system challenged their cultural values regarding literacy.
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This different value system was especially felt by the parents when they sent their
children to American schools. The different literacy practices in the American
schools challenged their home literacy practices. In this situation, the parents used
home literacy to maintain cultural values that the parents judged the American
schools missed, and they also incorporated the American schools’ practices in
home learning as well.
The literature reviewed in Chapter Two about the continuity and change of
cultural traditions (Bernstein, 1983; Bloome, 1987; Goodenough, 1981; Heath,
1986; Snow et al., 1991; Taylor, 1983) informed the analysis of the data in this
section. Themes that emerged from the data analysis are: Home literacy learning
made accommodations to maintain Chinese cultural values and families
incorporated American methods of literacy learning into the Chinese tradition.

a. How literacy learning made accommodations to maintain Chinese cultural
values
Home literacy activities offered learning activities that parents considered
important but were not offered by the schools.

i. Helping children develop basic skills Some of the parents thought that
the American schools did not focus enough on reading, writing and math skills.
They felt that the teachers at the schools did not push children to work hard
enough on basic skills. Mei’s mother told me that she thought the children at
school had too much play time and not enough real work. She had Mei learn
reading, writing and math at home to make sure Mei did not waste her time. She
told me:
.so at home, I make her study a lot of things. I would not let her waste
time on unnecessary things, such as drawing. She likes to draw pictures. But
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I told her that drawing is for small children who cannot write, and you are
much older. You need to use your time wisely to do more writing.

Some of the parents were uncomfortable with the absence of textbooks in
their children s schools. Since they were not familiar with English language
teaching, they felt that it was very difficult for them to give their children help
without textbooks as a guide. To remedy this, Shen and Mumu’s mothers bought
workbooks for their children’s home English learning.
The parents’ approach to helping their children learn basic skills was to
arrange home learning activities so that the children could develop the parents’
desired skills, listed in Table 4. 6.

Table 4.6 Skills parents taught at home to support children develop basic reading,
writing and math knowledge

Child’s
name
Fei
Peter
Ye
Ye
Ye

Home learning
subjects
Chinese
Chinese
Chinese
English
Math

Mei
Mei
Mei

Chinese
English
Math

Shen

English

Shen

Math

Mumu

Chinese
English

Skills to be developed
Reading, writing and composition
Reading, writing
Reading, writing, composition and diary writing
Reading, writing and diary writing
Addition, subtraction, multiplication, division and
problem solving
Reading, writing
Free writing
Addition, subtraction, multiplication, division and
problem solving
Reading, writing, spelling, phonics, free writing
and diary writing
Addition, subtraction, multiplication, division and
problem solving
Reading, writing
Reading, writing, spelling, phonics, free writing
and dairy writing
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ii* Establishing positive attitudes toward work Under the supervision of
their parents, the children established the notion of work through literacy learning.
When Mei copied her stories as her play activity, she was acting within her
mother’s expectations; this play was considered constructive and not a waste of
time. By doing so, Mei was being socialized into the Chinese way of life, which
emphasized hard work and productivity. Her mother’s use of the written language
reflected the mother’s world view. The mother’s view was transmitted to Mei
during home literacy practice, and used by Mei to negotiate her place at home.

iii. Using a non-confrontational style in solving a problem More than
half of the parents in this study said they felt that their children played too much at
school, especially in the lower grades of elementary school. They did not see how
play could be a form of learning, especially for younger children. They saw play
as the opposite of work. They worried that their children would not have enough
time left to learn what they needed to learn. Shen’s mother had the same feeling as
Mei’s mother. They were representative of the parents’ views. They followed the
traditional Chinese non-confrontational style to solve this problem: instead of
asking the school to do what they thought their children had to learn, they arranged
home learning to provide what they thought the school could not.

b. How the families incorporated the American school’s practice into home
learning
The Chinese families used American literacy practices they learned from
their American friends and schools to support their children’s schooling. The
parents learned teaching and learning methods from the children’s American
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schools and friends. Home literacy learning was used as an accommodation
process to the American environment. This caused the family literacy tradition to
be conducted in a new style. The parents incorporated child development theory,
book reading, and play into their home learning practices. They also helped their
children develop social abilities, a significant change in their ways of teaching
their children.

i* Child development theory as a guide for teaching Han-yan’s parents
embarked on learning about child development theories. Han-yan’s father even
studied his wife’s textbook about Swiss child psychologist Piaget’s theory. They
incorporated the theories into their own child rearing process. For example, they
observed what Han-yan was capable to do and followed her interests in home
learning, such as playing puzzles.

ii. Book reading for English learning English learning was one of the
ways families supported the children’s schooling, but parents were not sure how to
help their children learn English at home. They believed that they needed to learn
more English themselves. Even though most could read English books in their
own academic field, language is much more than just textbooks and scientific
names. The lack of experience and knowledge in English pushed them to seek
help and to open up to new options. They received the idea of book reading from
the Americans and other Chinese who had come to this country before. Some of
the families copied the middle class American practice of reading books to
children at bedtime. Others read books to the children at convenient times and
places. Yu-en and Mumu’s parents read to them at bedtime, while Hui-run’s and
Mei’s mothers read to them at other times. Book reading became a favorite activity
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in the families. The book reading had similarities with practices in the host
culture, but the purpose was more linear, aimed only at helping children’s
language learning. Unlike book reading in the American families, there were
usually no discussions between parents and children. In the American middle class
culture, the book reading was more than reading the text and learning the
language, it was a time for social interaction. Another reason for the families to
accept and adopt storybook reading was the use of children’s literature at the
American schools.

iii. Free writing Another learning activity the parents took from the host
culture was the school’s practice of writing. Younger Chinese children were rarely
allowed to do free writing but had to work closely with a textbook assignment.
The older children wrote compositions but always with assigned titles and genres.
The parents in this study learned from the children’s schools that children needed
to be allowed to write about their interests. Some of the parents in this study tried
to let children do free writing at home, but with different degrees of parental
control.
Mumu’s mother let her write whatever she wanted to write, just as she did
at school. She also wrote her diary in English. Ye and Shen wrote their diaries,
too. Shen’s mother asked him to write in his diary each day. She believed that her
son’s English writing was something she could control at home, because although
she could not give feedback on what Shen wrote, she could judge by the length of
the writing that he was working hard. The diary writing was a way to integrate
free writing into the Chinese way of learning.
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iv. Play as a learning medium Based on the observation and
understanding of the American schools’ philosophy that play provides a natural
and experimental learning environment that promotes social interactions between
children and adults, some of the parents started to use play as an alternative
learning method in home learning. Han-yan’s father did puzzles with Han-yan to
practice pattern recognition, which he considered advanced math learning. Huirun’s parents let him play computer and video games at home to familiarize him
with present technology and to prepare him for to become computer literate.

v. The value of social skills Some of the parents learned from American
schools about the importance of social skills, and tried to help their children
develop them. Hui-run’s mother at first did not understand why her son’s teachers
thought that the development of social skills was important. She learned the value
of social skills from the American teachers; to be successful in this society, one
has to have good social skills. She also found that the interactions between her son
and other children were important for him to learn language. Therefore, she asked
the teacher to stop using Hui-run’s bilingual tutor. She thought that the existence
i

of the tutor isolated Hui-run from the rest of the class.

5. Unsolved problems in home literacy learning
Despite the families’ efforts, there were still problems they could not solve
themselves. These included: difficulties in teaching the native language, the
shortage of learning materials, the lack of a language use environment, tensions
between home learning and school learning, and between the parents and the
children.
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a. Difficulties in native language and literacy learning
The families experienced more difficulties in supporting their children’s
language and literacy learning in Chinese than in English. The language learning
environment was not the same for English and Chinese language learning. Any
language would be difficult to learn if one does not have an environment which
supports it. The environment for English learning was rich and strong, while the
Chinese one was relatively small and weak. This situation made home language
learning more difficult.
English language learning had its advantages in the social environment.
The families all lived in a college town and most of them attended graduate
schools or worked as visiting scholars. The families were greeted warmly by the
community when they arrived. Foreign students were no strangers to the residents
of the college town. The college and the townspeople viewed the international
community as part of their regular life and set up procedures to help them. Also the
professors, colleagues, classmates and friends of the Chinese parents offered them
help when they could. Many of them were Americans. Parents also held a
positive attitude towards the English speaking society, since it was the place in
which they chose to proceed their graduate studies.
When the children first went to the American schools, they could usually
only say “thank you” and “bye-bye,” which they learned at home. There were
many kinds of help given in language learning by the public schools. The schools
the children attended had international student bodies. Pupils and their families
came from different places from around the world. Shen’s second-grade class
included not only white and black Americans but also children from Africa, China,
England, Germany, Poland, Puerto Rico, Spain, Turkey, and Yugoslavia. One of
the schools helped the children by providing bilingual tutors to work one-on-one or
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in small groups of children to help them participate in classroom learning. The
other school had a Chinese and English bilingual program, and children had a
Chinese class each school day, which used the children’s native language as a tool
to help them learn English. The public schools provided this bilingual program
which was mandated by state law, for which money came from the federal
government. The classroom teachers tried to include aspects of the children’s
cultural background in the curriculum. Parents were invited to the classroom to
share their culture. In this positive environment, close interactions existed
between the children and the host language community. This helped them to learn
the language fast and effectively.
The social environment for Chinese language learning could not compare
with that for English learning. Although the families lived in a relatively large
Chinese community that provided ongoing Chinese cultural events, it was weak
compared to the social influence of mainstream American culture. The children
lived in an English speaking society, spent six hours each day at school, received a
much stronger positive influence and more input in English. The only daily input
of the Chinese language was the time before and after school and bedtime when
they interacted with their parents. Even these times were not available to all of the
children. Shen was someone who stayed alone at home most of the time after
school. The Chinese cultural events in the community were only offered during
special occasions, such as holiday celebrations or scheduled movies, and the
English community at large offered many more interesting ongoing activities yearround.
There was also a shortage of learning materials in Chinese, compared to the
rich English ones. The major learning materials for Chinese learning were the
textbooks from the homeland or textbook-related workbooks. The lack of variety
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and interesting materials prevented the children from learning Chinese through
reading, which was very important for developing reading and writing skills.

b. Discontinuities between home and school learning
Despite the families’ efforts to make accommodations to the situation they
were in, there were still big gaps between home and school learning. There were
many examples of how the different cultural values related to literacy learning
resulted in the different content and style of home and school learning. These
differences created discontinuity between home and school learning, and they also
created difficulties in using home literacy to support the children’s schooling.
The emphasis on oral language and practice times differed between school
and home. Lunch time was a time for conversation in the American schools, but
the Chinese tradition was never to talk during meals unless absolutely necessary.
When the children were not asked, they were not supposed to join in the
conversation between adults. The parents could only partially accept the American
emphasis on the development of oral language. In the six families I observed, only
absolutely necessary words were spoken during meal times. Parents were not
comfortable about carrying on conversations during meal time, and this was even
more true for the grandparents. The difference in using oral language created
discontinuity between home and school practices.
Another example of the discontinuity between school and home practices
was the different standards for written language. When the children learned to
write Chinese characters, they were supposed to write perfectly. Each character
needed to be in a perfect shape and with all of the correct strokes. When Peter
wrote his character slanted, his mother was not happy to see it. She said that it was
the influence of the English writing that Peter had learned at school. Parents were
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also not certain about the use of “invented spelling” at school. Shen’s mother
liked one of his teachers the most because she taught her son to write English
words correctly. She also loved to help her son memorize spelling and thought
that was a very important skill for children to develop.

c. Difficulties in understanding the American schools’ practices
Sometimes the American schools’ practices were very hard for the parents
to understand. The use of different languages in cultural contexts at school and at
home created difficulties in effective communication. The different values,
learning methods and materials, curriculum and standards of evaluation in literacy
learning in the school and home prevented the parents from gaining a firm
understanding of the schools’ educational practices. The teachers and the parents
held different knowledge and frames of mind regarding these concepts.
There are many examples of parents having difficulties in understanding the
American schools. Shen’s mother still could not figure out what her son learned
day to day at school, since she had no personal experience with the American
schools and no textbooks to inform her of the contents of learning. Mei’s mother
\

still could not figure out her daughter’s school performance from the teachers’
written reports. Another example of parents’ misunderstanding of the school
practices was Han-yan’s parents’ response to permission slips. In the laboratory
school of the college many graduate students did their field research in the school.
They usually asked the teachers to help them send letters to the parents to ask their
permission to study their children. One of the collected letters was from Han-yan’s
parents. On the permission letter, they clearly marked both the “Yes” and “No”
columns. Among the parents in the study, Han-yan’s parents were in a better
position to understand the American schools than most of the parents, since the
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mother was a graduate student in education. But they still could not figure out the
purpose of the permission slip and could not give a meaningful response.

d. Different opinions within the families on home literacy practices
Members of different generations had different opinions about home
literacy practices. This caused tensions. Usually the tensions existed between the
parents or grandparents and the children about why the child had to engage in
certain literacy learning practices. The parents’ and grandparents’ concerns were
not always meaningful to the children. The tensions between the parents and
grandparents resulted from different opinions about what the children should learn
and how they should learn.

i. Different opinions between the parents, grandparents and children
The parents, grandparents and the children voiced different opinions about
literacy learning. The parents and grandparents had long-term family goals in
mind that gave them a clear vision of what they needed to do to build the family’s
future life, and what the roles of the children should be in this picture. But the
children, especially the younger ones, were still focused on only themselves and
concentrated on concrete things in their immediate world. They could not grasp
the meaning of “future,” which was abstract and seemed far away. When the
parents asked them to learn Chinese, a language with a difficult written form,
which they could not share with friends and had no clear use for in the near future,
the child was likely to lose interest and suffered from the pressure that the parents
put on her or him.
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ii. Different opinions between parents and grandparents The parents
and grandparents did not agree all the time about what the children should learn
and how they should learn. There were grandparents in four of the families of this
study, and the tensions reflected in the home learning were representative of the
gap between the younger and the older generations.
Different generations focused on different things during home learning.
The older generation tended to offer traditional topics in children’s learning, such
as classical poetry. Their learning methods were traditional, such as memorization,
as used in poetry learning. The parents, as the younger generation, had open minds
in conducting home learning. They used not only traditional, but also nontraditional ways of learning. They learned the American schools’ practices in
literacy learning and adopted American methods of helping their children in
schooling. One example: they would use children’s literature to help the children
learn oral and written English. This was not a traditional Chinese approach but
was found in almost all of the families.
The tensions usually were very subtle and invisible between the older and
younger generations, compared with the tensions between the parents and the
children. This was evident when the parents had different opinions about the
children’s learning: they just dismissed the grandparents’ practices after they left.
This was seen in two of the families: both Yu-en’s and Han-yan’s parents did not
continue the poetry learning for their children after the grandparents went back to
the homeland. One is not supposed to argue with the older generation in Chinese
culture and the parents were following this tradition. This could be the reason that
the tensions appeared invisible.
There was one exception where the tension was visible when a mother
complained about her disagreement with her father about physical punishment.
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The mother said that her father hit her daughter when the girl did not do what he
asked her to do or did not reach his expectations. He thought that she was too slow
in learning and did not do it wholeheartedly. The younger generation seldom used
force for discipline, but it was common in the old days. This grandfather was
nearing his eighties, and so he used the old way. The mother expressed her
feelings only to her friends, and no confrontation took place between her and her
father.

iii. Different opinions between grandparents and children Tensions
existed between grandparents and children, especially when the grandparents came
from the homeland later than the children and stayed for a longer time with the
family. After Ye’s younger sister was bom, her grandma came to help and stayed
for a year. Towards the end of that year, she told me that she could not stay any
longer. The reasons were that she missed home and she was tired of fighting with
Ye. She thought that she and Ye loved each other, but they argued with each other
all the time. They argued over things that Ye took for granted but that the grandma
thought were ridiculous, such as why children talked so much, why they did not
pay as much respect to their elders as they should, and why the Americans did
things certain ways, etc. Ye thought that it was hard for her grandma to understand
things in this society because she lacked English ability and was stubborn at the
same time.

6. Differences in making accommodations across families and subjects
There were many factors which tended to complicate the families’ ability
and willingness to accommodate. Resources for making accommodations, as well
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as the styles and degrees of accommodation the families made in their home
literacy practices, differed across families and across subjects.

a. Factors that influenced the families’ accommodations
The styles and levels of accommodations were not the same for all of the
families. Factors contributing to the differences were rather complicated. Among
the many factors, resources, accessibility to the host culture, the child’s language
learning needs, the parents’ English ability and the parents’ attitude towards and
their knowledge about the host culture were noticeably important, according to the
data collected in this study.
Accommodations to American culture in literacy learning were the family’s
individual decisions and were based on many factors. Among them were the
family’s future plans, how long the family had already spent here, the parents’
beliefs concerning what the children should learn and how literacy is acquired,
their personal experiences of learning and their own education levels, the parents’
perception of what the most important things were they had to do to help their
children advance in their schooling, the children’s language learning abilities and
rate, and the availability of the resources of the family, etc. Usually, the reasons
for the arrangement of the home literacy learning were complicated, as a result of a
combination of several factors. There were inconsistencies in the families’ literacy
practices regarding ways to perform different learning tasks, even in the same
family. There was no single answer to this issue of accommodation.

b. The families’ resources for making accommodations
The knowledge the parents acquired from the host culture about methods of
literacy learning served as their resources for making accommodations. The
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families’ encounters with the schools’ literacy practices were analyzed in section
E. The schools’ practices that the families learned were: the teacher’s invisible
form of control in the learning arrangement, the use of children’s literature as
learning materials for teaching oral language and reading, the use of free writing to
develop writing skills, the ideology of treating the children as individuals; the
emphasis on creativity, oral language skills, and social skills along with basic
literacy skills. The parents’ exposure to school-centered home literacy practices
was reported earlier in this section, focusing on the methods that the families
learned from their American friends for helping their children to learn language.
The most significant thing they learned from their American friends was to read
books with their children at home. This knowledge that the parents learned from
the host culture served as their resource for making accommodations.

c. Different families made different degrees of accommodation
Some families made as few changes as possible from the traditional
methods of learning, while others incorporated the American ways of learning to
achieve traditional goals; while others consciously followed American methods of
learning closely.

i. Limited accommodation Some of the families made as few changes as
possible in terms of their home literacy practices. The traditional ways of literacy
learning emphasized drill and memorization in the primary grades, as described in
Chapter Two. There were different reasons for different families to maintain
traditional practices.
Peter’s family planned to stay here for two years. The main concern of his
parents was to help him return to school in the homeland. His mother was also
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worried about how he would be influenced by American culture and she had no
intention of letting him become too Americanized. In order for Peter to have a
smooth transition back home, his mother said she needed to help Peter learn
Chinese at the same rate as his classmates back home. Under these circumstances,
the home literacy activities were conducted as traditionally as possible for Peter,
through rote learning, memorization, etc.
Mei’s mother arranged her home learning as traditionally as possible also.
If Peter’s parents decision to use traditional methods of learning at home was
based on the fact that Peter needed to return to school in the homeland, Mei’s
mother had different reasons for choosing the traditional methods for Mei to learn
Chinese. She chose it in accordance with her beliefs about how children should
learn. She thought that the traditional Chinese way of teaching was the most
effective way, where the teachers have firm control and make children work hard
on basic skills. Her reason for sending Mei to Grandma Chen’s Chinese class was
that Grandma Chen was such a teacher.
Fei and Ye also learned Chinese in the traditional method. Their home
Chinese learning was based on their mother’s beliefs about how learning should
take place, too. Fei copied all of the Chinese characters in each lesson of the
textbook, and then did traditional assigned writing, using the title assigned by his
mother to write compositions. Ye copied characters in each lesson to memorize
them also.
Others who did not have experience teaching just followed the methods of
their previous teachers and their parents. Literacy learning at home was guided by
empirical knowledge based on the parents’ own experiences and “common
knowledge” in Chinese society.
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The traditional method of learning applied not only to Chinese language
learning at home, but to English as well. Shen’s and Mumu’s mothers all bought
English workbooks for their children to learn basic skills in English, such as
phonics, grammar, and spelling.

ii. Incorporating the American wavs of learning to achieve traditional
goals While some of the families rarely strayed from the traditional methods of
learning in their home literacy practices, others incorporated the American
methods of learning to achieve traditional goals.
Some of the parents felt that the traditional method of arranging home
learning was not enough to make the learning effective. Since the children
experienced different forms of learning at school, the parents could not totally
count on their authority and children’s obedience to make effective learning
experiences occur. They had to find a means to motivate the children in learning.
From observing their children’s American schooling, the parents found that the
teachers gave children certain choices in their learning, which motivated them.
They also found that making the learning useful was another way to increase
motivation as well. They then incorporated these new methods into the families’
home learning to achieve goals of acquiring basic language skills.
Mumu’s mother let Mumu use free writing to write whatever she liked.
Shen’s mother asked him to write a diary, where he could write anything he
thought was interesting. Ye’s mother helped Ye to use Chinese writing to
establish a pen-pal relationship with a friend who went back to China. These
practices all focused on making the writing enjoyable and purposeful which
resulted in the development of writing skills.
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iii. Following the American wav of learning Unlike the families
discussed above, there were parents who consciously followed the American
methods of learning closely. They believed the American methods of learning
were valuable and worth following.
Yu-en’s parents set up bedtime story reading to help her learn English.
Hui-run’s mother wanted him to have opportunities to interact with peers to
develop his social ability. Unlike Mei’s mother who used a traditional paper and
pencil exercise in Mei’s math learning, Han-yan’s father used puzzles to help Hanyan develop pattern recognition, a very important math ability that American
schools valued.
Accessibility to American culture was an important factor for those who
followed the American methods of learning closely. Both Yu-en’s parents were
graduate students who worked with American professors and classmates closely
and learned from them about bedtime story reading. Both Hui-run’s and Hanyan’s mothers’ graduate study in education helped them focus on their children’s
schooling and helped them understand the American schools.

d. The differences in accommodations across different subjects
The degrees to which families accommodated regarding their children’s
literacy learning were different in different subjects. They used the traditional
learning style in Chinese language more often than any other subject.
Compared with Chinese learning, English learning was an important
process through which the family would accommodate to the American culture.
The parents were not sure how to help their children’s English learning. Their lack
of experience and knowledge in English language pushed them to open up more to
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the American way of learning. Along with new methods, traditional methods of
learning, such as spelling books, were still used at Mumu’s home.

7. Summary
When the educational opportunities were based on another culture,
especially when concerned with the children’s schooling, the parents needed to
make accommodations. The families used home literacy practices to accommodate
to the American culture, to help their children be successful in the American
schools. The families used home literacy practices to meet their plan of returning
home and to help their children achieve success at school in the homeland as well.
The parents brought their children to activities in the Chinese community.
They arranged home Chinese learning. They used these methods to help their
children form and maintain an identity with the Chinese culture consciously and
unconsciously. The parents used home literacy as a way to help their children
function in two worlds, to develop literacy skills in two languages. The parents
wanted their children to do well in the American schools by helping their children
learn English, the school language. They helped the children learn Chinese to
prepare them to return to Chinese schools when the family returned to the
homeland, or to be bilingual.
The parents encountered problems in making accommodations though;
these included the shortage of materials and the absence of a language
environment for native language learning, the discontinuity between the school and
home learning, and the different opinions about making accommodations inside
the families which caused tension among family members.
Home literacy was used for different purposes in different families. Some
parents tried to incorporate new ways of learning into the old tradition, while
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others used home literacy as a way to give their children something they thought
was missing in their children’s school learning, to accommodate to but not
assimilate the American culture. Still others adopted the American method of
literacy learning more closely, especially in the children’s English learning at
home.
The process of accommodation was a method of negotiation between the
American and Chinese cultures and languages. During the process the parents
helped their children find their places in the new social setting.

G. Summary
The Chinese community in which all of the Chinese families in this study
lived offered rich literacy-related activities. It was a community inside a larger
academic community which provided resources as well as influences on the
families’ home literacy practices.
Having grown up in the Chinese society, the parents formed their beliefs
about literacy based on the Chinese tradition. They believed that literacy was
necessary for one to win people’s respect and to gain social status, not only for
their children, but for the whole family as well. They believed it was a way for the
children to become useful and productive members of the society, a way to meet
one’s intellectual needs and pursue their love of knowledge, and a way to build
one’s self-confidence and self-esteem.
Parents formed their views of literacy from their homes and the schools they
attended, and from the society at large. Their views of literacy were cultural and
historical.
According to their views of the purpose of literacy and their knowledge of
literacy learning, the parents conducted home literacy activities with the aim of
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constructing and maintaining traditional Chinese educational values. These aims
were: to develop and maintain a Chinese cultural identity, to construct and
maintain social relationships inside the family which supported parental authority
and children’s obedience, and to support extended family members and help them
solve the problems the family faced as much as possible.
Home literacy practices served as a process for cultural transmission as
well. School-centered literacy was valued as one of the top priorities in family
life. Most of the children were disciplined firmly by their parents. During this
process, children formed the concept that they needed to study hard and learn basic
literacy skills to secure a good job and find success in life.
When the families came to this country to stay, their experiences with the
American culture on literacy learning came primarily from their children’s
schooling. They found that the schools’ educational practices were very different
from those of the schools in the homeland, and difficult to understand. The
families tried to solve these problems themselves. Family support and home
literacy were the methods they used in problem solving.
Faced with the unfamiliar institution of the American school, the families
used home literacy practices to make accommodations to survive. The parents
used Chinese literacy learning to help their children form and maintain Chinese
cultural identities. They used language learning to support their children’s
schooling, either in English for current school performance, or to prepare them to
return to homeland schools in the future. Home literacy practices also helped the
children to find their place in-between the two worlds they lived in, in the home
culture and the American culture as well. But this was not easy to do and they
suffered from being caught in-between.
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There were differences in home learning practices across families and
subjects. The factors affecting the family’s decision-making about children’s
literacy learning at home were complicated and not easy to explain.
At the same time the families were thankful that they had the opportunity to
be here. The children’s schooling served as a window for the families to study the
host culture. They were all thankful and expressed gratitude towards the host
society where they themselves and their children were provided educational
opportunity.
Through the negotiations between the two cultures, the families were able
to adapt to the new social cultural setting, to carry on the Chinese cultural tradition
in a new fashion. The values of literacy were carried on through their literacy
practices. The content and style of learning were different across families. Some
used traditional methods, others used modified traditional methods, while some
adopted the American way of learning. All of the families’ lives were enriched by
the families’ experience in American society.
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Figure 2.1

A copy of the class ranking list in a Chinese language school’s 1997
Year Book.
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Figure 4.1 Record of Ye's Friday after school activities
One of Ye's Saturday work record

Figure 4.2 Mei's story copying sheet
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Figure 4.4 Mumu's weekly Chinese homework
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Figure 4.5 Mumu's weekly ESL homework
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Figure 4.7 Mci's Chinese text books
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Figure 4.8

One of the lessons in Mei's Chinese text book

Figure 4.9 Mei's Chinese writing
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

A. Overview of the chapter
This chapter consists of three parts: an overview of the study, a discussion
of the findings that address the research questions, and a discussion of the
implications of the study. The first part overviews the research questions, the
methods and the findings of the study. The second part discusses the findings that
address the research questions and how they contribute to the scholarship on home
literacy learning. It highlights the views of literacy learning as a Chinese tradition,
home literacy practices as processes of cultural transmission and as a reflection of
school practices in the Chinese society, and the use of literacy learning as a tool for
cultural accommodation to the American environment. The last part of this
chapter is a discussion of the implications of the findings for parents, teachers and
educators, and for further research.

B. Overview of the study
This study was conducted in a Chinese community located in an academic
community in New England. Ethnographic data were collected from the Chinese
community in general, and subsequently a close study of ten families who had
school-aged children was conducted. As international graduate students or visiting
scholars, the parents in the families had affiliations with institutions of higher
education and lived in the United States temporarily. The purpose of this study
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was to document, analyze, and find the cultural meanings of the Chinese families’
home literacy practices, as well as their strengths and difficulties. Theories of
literacy as social and cultural practices led to the study’s focus on the social and
cultural backgrounds of the parents and their use of home literacy as cultural
practices for achieving social goals.
This study addressed the following research questions: (1) What are the
home literacy practices of a group of Chinese families living in a community in the
American society? (2) What are the Chinese parents' perspectives about literacy,
schooling, and their roles in their children's literacy development? How have these
factors influenced the families’ home literacy practices? (3) How have families
experienced literacy learning in the American schools, and how have these
experiences influenced the families’ home literacy practices?
This study was ethnographic in methodology. Data were obtained through
interviews and participant observation. I lived as a member of the community
where the study was conducted. As the mother of a school-aged child and a
member of the community, I participated in the community life and in home
literacy practices. These experiences have helped me understand the community,
as well as the operations of other families’ literacy practices. As a researcher, I
have observed the ten families’ lives in general and joined these families’ literacy
practices in particular. As the only Chinese working at the public school which
most of the children in this study attended, I served as a bridge to the school for the
parents. Our shared interests and worries about our children’s education helped
the parents form deep and trusting relationships with me. This allowed them to
feel at ease to tell me the personal and family stories which provided answers to
the research questions.
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Analysis of the data showed that the parents, who grew up in Chinese
society, formed their views of literacy in that particular sociocultural environment.
Those views guided them in home literacy practices. These practices served as a
process of cultural transmission. Through home literacy practices, the parents
helped their children construct and maintain identity within Chinese culture,
traditional social relations, and the values of literacy learning.
Home literacy practices also helped the families make adaptations when
they came to the United States. When the families came to this country, the host
culture posed challenges to the families’ lives. The children’s schools served
especially as the representative of the new culture to the families. The school
culture made a strong impact on the families’ home literacy practices. Soon the
parents found that what counted as literacy in this new sociocultural environment
was different from their previous experiences. They used home literacy practices
to help cope with the difficulties they faced. These practices enabled them and
their children to negotiate between the Chinese and the American cultures, to help
the children function in American schools, and to prepare them to return to their
home country.

C. Findings which addressed the research questions
The focus of this study was to explore the research questions guided by the
theoretical framework developed in Chapter Two. The discussion of the findings
is organized in the following three sections:
1. What are the home literacy practices of a group of Chinese families living in a
community in the American society?
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2. What are the Chinese parents' perspectives about literacy, schooling, and the
role of parents in their children's literacy development, and how have these factors
influenced the families’ home literacy practices?
3. How have families experienced the American culture and American schools,
and how have these experiences influenced the families’ home literacy practices?

1. What are the home literacy practices of a group of Chinese families
living in a community in the American society?
This question addressed the literacy activities in the Chinese families’
homes and their characteristics. From the data analysis I found the characteristics
of the population and the nature of their literacy practices.

a. The characteristics of the research population
The United States is one of the major countries in the world that
international students come to in pursuit of academic and career development.
Each year there is a large number of graduate students with families coming to this
country. They are families of other cultural and linguistic backgrounds who are
not immigrants to this country. They need to adapt to American culture and learn
the English language, like the linguistic minorities in this country. They also need
to consider how to return home after finishing their study. How to help their
children fit in with a different school system in this country is an important issue
for the families. Gaining knowledge about the families’ needs in their children’s
education and how to help the families cope with this situation are important issues
for policy makers and educators in both the homeland and this country.
Very little research has been done with this population. The available
previous research on a similar population was Willett’s study on international
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students in California (Bloome and Willett, 1992; Willett, 1992). Willett’s study
provided a detailed record and analysis of the international families’ lives in
helping their children accommodate to the American culture and preparing them to
return to homeland, while staying in the United States for graduate study in a large
university on the West coast. In the present study the families’ missions of
supporting their children’s schooling were the same as those of the families in
Willett’s study.

The families in Willett’s and in this study helped their children to

attend the American schools and prepared them be successful in the schools back
home. This study concentrated on a specific cultural group within the international
population and the specific topic of home literacy practices.

It, therefore, offers a

detailed in-depth expansion of the research on visiting international families.

b. The families lives were rich with literacy-mediated activities in which
school-centered literacy predominated
This study confirmed that in a literate society, literacy-mediated activities
are an inseparable part of a family’s daily life. The families’ lives in this study
were as rich with literacy-mediated activities as the families in the studies of Heath
(1983); Solsken (1993); Taylor (1983); Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988); and
Teale (1986). But the dominance of school-centered literacy practices in the
families of this study is highly distinctive and very different from the research
findings on other cultural groups’ family literacy practices. The early findings in
data analysis led the study’s focus on school-related literacy activities. Then the
later findings strengthened the earlier ones by revealing that almost all of the
domains of literacy use in the families were either directly or indirectly related to
school literacy.
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Nine domains were borrowed from Teale’s (1986) study to categorize
literacy uses in the families: daily living routines, work, religion, participating in
the information network, entertainment, inter-personal communication,
school-related activities, storybook time, and literacy for the sake of learning
literacy. The last three were the most significant ones found in this study. All of
the families spent more time in the last three domains, and the rest of the six
domains were used as indirect learning opportunities. No domains were found
dominating or standing out in Teale’s study (1986).
Not only the concentration on school-centered literacy, but also its
meanings to the families were different from the findings of other studies. For
example, Heath (1983) and Taylor (1983) found in their studies that white middle
class families’ literacy practices matched the school’s literacy practices. But
parents did not always consciously use school practices to help their children’s
school literacy. They often considered book reading as a way to build close
relationships with their children. But since the schools used children’s literature in
their curriculum, the reason for the Chinese families to read books with their
children was simply to support their children’s schooling, consistent with the
Chinese tradition of parents’ supporting children in education and meeting their
individual needs in learning.

2. What are the Chinese parents’ perspectives about literacy, schooling, and
the role of parents in their children’s literacy development and how have
these factors influenced the families’ home literacy practices?
This question addressed the culturally important ideological reasons the
families held for their home literacy practices. The research on family literacy
reviewed in Chapter Two led to this study’s focus on the social goals of literacy
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practices in the families. The literature suggested that each community has its
particular way of life that forms its cultural tradition (Goodenough, 1981). One of
the major aspects of community life is its way of using written language to achieve
social goals. The members of the community use and interpret written language
through participating in social life and achieving social goals (Solsken, 1993;
Street, 1983). Literacy is a tool for people to establish, maintain and change their
social relations and cultural behaviors (Bloome, 1983).
The discussion of the findings is in the following sections: The families
viewed the purposes of literacy as including but not limited to economic concerns;
the parents’ beliefs and practices regarding literacy reflected the Chinese tradition
of their own particular historical period of time; the families’ home literacy
activities functioned as social and cultural practices; and the parents’ practices
were based on the goal of supporting children’s schooling.

a. The families viewed the purposes of literacy as including but not limited to
economic concerns
According to the literature reviewed in Chapter Two, literacy in Chinese
society has both functional and symbolic values. The functional status means
employment in modern times. The symbolic value means a sign of status as a well
educated person. The Chinese cherish both of them even today. This is confirmed
by the findings in this study. The study found from the families that the purposes
of literacy were not solely for economic concerns. This study revealed a cultural
ideology that emphasizes using literacy for ethical development, fulfilling
intellectual demands and curiosities, and building a better personal life. The
tradition of using literacy for ethical and intellectual development started very
early in Chinese history. In ancient times, only the Confucian philosophy books
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were used as study materials. Literacy acquisition and ethical development were
seen inseparable (Lu, 1998 b). These findings are different from earlier studies.
The earlier studies found that employment opportunities were the motivation for
Chinese families’ emphasizing their children’s education (Heath, 1990). These
findings were based on studies of American Chinese. The American Chinese’s
economic concerns might have resulted from the difficulties and anxieties of
making a living as immigrants in this society. This situation may have made other
motivations for education invisible.

b. The parents’ beliefs and practices regarding literacy reflected the Chinese
tradition of a particular historical period
The parents’ beliefs regarding literacy practices derived from the Chinese
tradition of a particular historical period, as well as from their specific social and
cultural situations. Their beliefs were reflections of the larger society. The parents
in this study formed their views on literacy in a particularly historical period of the
Chinese society. Their views were part of the cultural ideology formed from their
homes, the schools they attended and the Chinese society at large in the early years
of their lives. This ideology guided their ways of life and gave cultural importance
to literacy.
According to the findings of this study, although all of the parents believed
in the value of literacy and education, their personal experiences were different
and reflected different historical circumstances. Taylor (1983) suggested that
families respond to their own histories in their home literacy practices. Taylor
found that parents arranged literacy experiences for their children according to
their own history of literacy learning, to provide learning opportunities they
missed, or to avoid things they suffered in their own childhood.
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According to the findings of this study, older parents who grew up in
Mainland China, such as Ye’s and Yi-en’s mothers, experienced the Cultural
Revolution during the late sixties and early seventies. They suffered interrupted
schooling and struggled for educational opportunities personally or experienced
the Cultural Revolution as a family ordeal. They held the same “compensation
mentality” as their age peers in Tobin et al.’s study (1989) who went through the
same period of time in the Chinese society. These experiences made them want to
provide their children the educational opportunity they missed when they were
young. They wanted to be sure that their children prepared well to take the
educational opportunities whenever they were available.
Younger parents, such as Han-yan’s parents, experienced the late seventies
and early eighties of the Chinese society. With a close to normal and open
atmosphere, they tended to be more open to new ideas and learned new ways of
life more easily than the older parents.
Taiwan is an industrialized society today with a mix of Chinese traditions
and western influences. Data showed that the parents in the families from Taiwan
believed that education not only held the traditional value of bringing honor to the
family, but was also a major path to joining the middle class. These concerns
were consistent with the traditional purpose of literacy: to gain social status and to
get employment. Therefore, seeking educational opportunity became more
important than ever.
Since grandparents formed their views on literacy in a different period of
time in the Chinese society, there were similarities and differences between their
views and their children’s. This intra-cultural difference was responsible for
creating tensions in their joint effort with their children to provide home literacy
learning for their grandchildren.

262

The intra-cultural differences between younger and older generations are
usually very subtle. The cultural tradition is carried by the transmission of cultural
values, but not necessarily using the same practices to exercise these values. The
reasons for the differences are not simple. One reason might be that the situations
of carrying the cultural tradition at different time periods were different, and
required different approaches. Another might be that as China opened its door to
the world in recent decades, people are experiencing fast changes in cultural
traditions. When the younger generation went to study abroad to seek new
experiences and new knowledge, they were more open- minded to the new ideas
than their parents. This was because they anticipated and had access to different
ways of living from other cultures.

c. The families’ home literacy activities functioned as social and cultural
practices
According to the literature from a sociocultural perspective reviewed in
Chapter Two, literacy is seen as situated in a social and cultural context (Robinson
and Stock, 1989) and the function of literacy is always considered in relation to
sociocultural groups (Solsken, 1993). Through the use of language, people
establish and maintain social relations and cultural behaviors (Bloome, 1993).
Each community has its particular way of life that forms its cultural tradition, and
its way of using written language to achieve social goals.

i. Home literacy activities functioned as social practices The findings of
this study showed that the families’ home literacy activities functioned as social
practices. These activities served as processes for constructing and maintaining
social relationships. As reported in Chapter Four, in conducting home literacy
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practices the traditional social relationships in the families were constructed and
maintained.
Early literacy development was seen as the preparation for the children’s
schooling (Luo, 1998). The home early literacy learning practices showed that the
family functioned as the basic social unit and educational institution for its
members, especially for the children. The early literacy learning style in the
Chinese families derived from the Chinese value system and functioned as a means
of cultural transmission. The semi-formal early literacy lessons in the Chinese
families promoted the hierarchical social order in the family and the children’s
obedience. From these early literacy experiences at home, children learned to
respect teacher figures, as they treat the elderly members of the family. It set the
tone for Chinese school literacy learning, in which the teachers are the centers of
teaching and students are expected to obey and follow the teacher’s instructions.
When students do so, they are regarded as “Good children.” This in turn
reinforces the children’s concepts of being a learner and their relationships with
their teachers.
The format and style of literacy practices are determined by the social
norms and values in each culture. Like the Chinese families, the family literacy
practices in the American white middle class families and in the African American
families in Heath’s (1983) study were for achieving social purposes, too.
Although literacy was part of the children’s world and integrated into their daily
lives in both of the communities, the purpose and style of literacy practices in the
families were different. In the middle class white community, bedtime book
reading activity (Heath, 1983) was informal, interactive and conversational,
deriving from the American mainstream beliefs that the development of the tie
between children and parents is critical, and that progress in oral language for self-
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expression is important for them to develop as individuals, and conversation is an
important way for communication. In the African American community, however,
oral traditions such as storytelling and group reading of texts are meaningful ways
of making social connections in the community. These activities were reflections
of the families’ social-cultural knowledge derived from a particular historical
period in their societies.

ii. Home literacy activities functioned as cultural practices Consistent
with the literature reviewed in Chapter Two, the families’ home literacy activities
functioned as cultural practices. These activities served as processes for the
transmission of cultural values related to literacy learning. As reported in Chapter
Four, in conducting home literacy practices the children’s identity within the home
culture was constructed and maintained.
According to the Scollons (1995) that cultural practice is mainly an
unconscious one. The Scollons suggested that ethnicity is an involuntary discourse
system—ways of using language for communication, according to the authors—
which is not created by conscious choice. People are all bom into certain historical
and cultural circumstances. We begin to form identities within the cultural groups
we were bom into from our earliest days of life, and these early life experiences
remain the strongest influence toward the maintenance of our sense of membership
in these groups. The parents’ provision of home learning activities to their
children for supporting their schooling was a conscious choice, but it also was an
unconscious act of preserving and maintaining home language and culture. The
ideology on literacy learning they acquired in their early life remained a strong
influence on maintaining their sense of membership in Chinese culture. Chinese
language learning at home and participation in the cultural events in the Chinese
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community helped the parents to have a sense of themselves as members of the
Chinese community, and served as opportunities for the children to learn about
Chinese culture, develop identity within it, and build social networks within the
community. These experiences helped the children to form their identity within
the Chinese culture as well.

d. The parents’ practices were based on the goal of supporting children’s
schooling
Using literacy learning to support children’s education is a long standing
tradition in Chinese society. Under this tradition, the families provide the best
educational opportunities they can afford, and give direct help in school learning to
the children (Rawski, 1979). These are the social goals of family literacy. The
findings from this study showed that the parents’ views on literacy were a
reflection of this tradition and guided the families’ home literacy practices.

i. Providing educational opportunities The school is seen as the main
social institution for helping the children to acquire literacy skills in the Chinese
society. It has also enabled students to pass official exams to get government
appointed jobs in Chinese society since ancient times. Besides getting
employment opportunities, schooling is also important in helping the children
develop moral sensibilities and realize their potentials. These would help children
build their qualities as useful and responsible members of the society. The
schools’ role in state job assignment in Mainland China made schooling and job
opportunity become the same thing. This knowledge of the importance of
schooling is part of the cultural ideologies held by the parents and the reason for
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them to view getting formal education as important. This is an ideology held by
most of Chinese irrespective of geographical, social and educational backgrounds.
The findings of this study and other studies about Chinese confirmed these
assumptions. Studies such as Tobin et al.’s (1989) study about preschool children
and their families in Mainland China, Guthrie’s (1985) ethnography of ChineseAmericans in a Chinatown in California, Quan’s (1982) study about another
Chinese community in Mississippi Delta, Bloome’s study (Willett & Bloome,
1992) about a Chinese community in an inner-city neighborhood in the midwest,
all found the same phenomenon that the Chinese families treat their children’s
education and schooling seriously. A teenager in the Mississippi delta said: “My
parents have always drilled in me the value of education and professional success.”
The parents as well as the community in Guthrie’s study supported the school as an
action to support their children’s schooling. The parents in Amy Tan’s (1989) and
Maxine Hong Kingston’s (1977) books held the same beliefs also. These are all
examples of how Chinese families took for granted that providing good education
to their children is their duty.

ii. Direct support to children’s schooling When the children in this study
started school, the families made arrangements to help their children be successful
in schools. This included helping with school work and offering home lessons.
There were two reasons to motivate the families in these practices.

One was the

tradition that meeting individual students’ needs is the responsibility of the parents,
not the teachers. It is not the custom for the Chinese teacher to do so since she/he
needs to take care of classes with a large number of students. The other reason
was to help and push the children be successful.

Failure was not accepted as an

option by the parents. Examples of these practices include Shen’s mother helping
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him memorize the spelling of the English words, and the mothers of Fei, Peter,
Mei, Ye, and Mumu being their children’s teachers in Chinese literacy learning.
The importance of formal education and the social status of the schools led
to the families’ practices regarding school-centered literacy, and it became the
predominant form of literacy activities at home. This is a main difference from
other cultural groups’ home literacy practices. Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988)
reported that children of inner-city families had rich literate experiences and were
growing up literate. Unlike the Chinese families in this study, school literacy
assimilated to their home literacy practices; “When school literacy comes home, it
becomes a part of that world’Yp. 98). The literacy practices in these families were
their ways to keep the family in balance and to deal with their unstable daily lives.
They used literacy as a creative process “ to better understand one another”(p.200)
and to build and maintain their worlds. This was a reflection of the families’
knowledge of literacy derived from their social-cultural backgrounds.

e. Summary
Research question two addressed the Chinese parents' perspectives about
literacy, schooling, the role of parents in their children's literacy development and
how these factors have influenced the families’ home literacy practices. The
findings of this study showed that the parents formed their ideology about literacy
in the Chinese society during early years of their lives. The home literacy practices
for this group of parents expressed their cultural ideology and reflected the
Chinese tradition.
In traditional Chinese views, literacy has functional as well as symbolic
values. This study found that earlier research findings emphasizing employment
opportunities (Heath, 1990) revealed only part of the motivation for the Chinese
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families to concentrate on education. Using literacy for ethical and intellectual
development to help the children become useful members of the society was also
an important goal of literacy learning.

'

The parents’ beliefs regarding literacy practices reflected the Chinese
tradition in particular historical periods, and derived from their specific social and
cultural situations. Their ideologies guided their ways of life and gave cultural
importance to literacy. Since different generations had different experiences of
literacy learning, their opinions on specific practices were different, and this
created tensions during home literacy practices.
The findings of this study also showed that the families’ home literacy
activities functioned as social and cultural practices for achieving the families’
sociocultural goals. The importance of formal education and the social status of
the schools led to the families’ focus on school-centered literacy and it became the
predominant form of literacy activities at home.

3. How have families experienced the American culture and American
schools, and how have these experiences influenced the families’ home literacy
practices?
This question addressed the families’ experiences of their children’s literacy
learning in the American society. The findings of this study confirmed the
following suggestions from earlier studies of literacy learning and family literacy:
language and literacy are seen as situated in a social and cultural context
(Robinson and Stock, 1989) and different cultures and communities define and
practice literacy differently (Winterowd, 1989); literacy is a tool for negotiation
between cultural groups, a tool for people to establish, maintain and change their
social relations and cultural behaviors (Bloome, 1983).
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a. Differences between the American schools and the Chinese families in
definitions of literacy and literacy practices
Robinson and Stock (1989) suggest that language and literacy are situated
in a social and cultural context, and Winterowd (1989) makes the point that
different cultures and communities define and practice literacy differently. The
experiences of the families in this study confirmed these suggestions. They
discovered that literacy learning in American schools was defined and practiced
differently. The parents believed that the ability to read and write words was
literacy, which was different from the schools’ and the teachers’ views. To the
American schools, not only reading and writing words counted as literacy, but
drawing was also considered as an important step in early literacy development,
because it uses symbols to represent meaning. The schools also valued and
supported the children’s development of oral language. The teachers believed that
since all learning takes place in social contexts, the ability to communicate
verbally was important. But to the Chinese families only the abilities of reading
and writing the correct forms of words were important signs of achievement.
Not only was literacy defined differently, the methods of acquiring literacy
were practiced differently at school and at home, too. The learning methods in
homeland schools were entirely different. Since most of the children were in
primary grades, play and hands-on activities were used as the major learning
methods in American schools. In contrast, the schools in the homeland never used
play as a form for learning. Memorization and drill were used for developing
basic skills and analytical methods were used for comprehension. Most of the
parents in this study followed these traditions and believed that they had good
reasons to do so. As professor Willett pointed out (1998), the meaning of “rote
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memorization” can be different in different cultural and social contexts. It can be
interpreted as “reproducing the exact words of the master,” and children need to
have long apprenticeships to build his/her understanding of these words before
they are allowed to be “creative.” Memorization allow children to remember and
use

“words of master” as guides for good behavior in the future. This practice

can also help them to form identities with the home culture. Ye, Yu-en and Hanyan memorized classic poetry in their home learning are the examples.
The Chinese parents also had different views on play as a learning medium.
Their knowledge about schooling derived from the Chinese schools and assumed
that only work as the form of academic learning. Using play as a learning medium
was not only an alien concept for the Chinese parents, it had negative meanings,
also, because in the Chinese culture play was seen as wasteful and shameful
(Cheng 1991). This is a concept very different from the Western philosophy of the
balance of work and play (Cheng, 1991; Hsu, 1981).
These findings confirmed the theories that language and literacy are situated
in a social and cultural context and different cultures and communities define and
practice literacy differently (Heath, 1986; Robinson and Stock, 1989; Winterowd,
1989). This is a reflection of different cultural values regarding to the contents as
well as methods of literacy learning. These findings are similar to the research
findings of Bloome and Willett (1992), Health (1983), and Bloome and Willett
(1992). Bloome and Willett found that international families had different
experiences and expectations regarding literacy practices than the schools their
children attended. Heath found that middle class families viewed and practiced
literacy differently from a white working class community and an African
American community.
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Not only was literacy defined and practiced differently, but the learning
materials, the teachers’ expectations and assessment were also different, too.
These differences were found in other studies, too.
Below is a comparison of findings of this study and others on the
differences between Asians’ knowledge and the American schools’ practices of
literacy learning. These findings are analogous to the findings of this study, and
listed in Table 5.1 on next page.
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Table 5.1 Comparisons of different literacy practices between American schools
and Asian families [Sources: Cheng (1987); Chao (1996); Dyson (1996); and Woo (1993)]

Issues

The findings in this study
about Chinese families’ view
on literacy

The findings of Chao, Cheng,
Dyson, and Woo about Asian
families’ views on literacy

What is literacy

- The abilities of reading and
writing

- The ability of decoding information

Teaching style

- Teacher centered

- Teachers are to be highly respected
- Teachers have authority and control

How literacy is
acquired

- Knowledge transfers from
teachers to children

- Teachers carry knowledge and
transmit information

Learning
material

- Textbook
- Workbook

- Reading fiction is not considered
serious study
- Reading of factual information is
valuable study

Styles of
learning

- Paper and pencil
- Hard work
- Memorization
- Drill
- Analysis

- Observing, listening, reading, and
imitating
- Rote memory
- Pattern practice is important and is
expected
- Discussion and interaction are not
preferred learning styles
- Minimum use of oral
communication

Parental
expectations
of children

- Parents make decisions for
children
- Obedience is needed

- Must respect authority
- Need to be quiet and obedient

Parental
expectations of
the teachers’
responsibilities

- Teachers need to set high
expectations
- Homework need to be
ample for enough practice
- To push children to study
hard is the teachers’ duty

- Teachers need to teach
- The teachers need to assign a great
deal of homework
- Students should be told what to do

Assessment

- Concentrate on weakness

- Need to be humble about strength
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b. The discontinuity of language use and literacy learning between home and
school
The differences in literacy definitions and practices created a discontinuity
of language use and literacy learning between home and school. According to the
data of this study, there were many different reasons for this discontinuity. Among
them were three major ones. First, the parents held different values on literacy
learning from school, especially about how literacy is learned, how much is
appropriate at what age, and how to evaluate progress. Second, even if the parents
did not agree with the school’s practices in the homeland, they still had to maintain
its literacy practices, if they considered returning home. Families believed that
literacy learning was a very important preparation which would enable their
children to survive in the homeland schools. Yu’s mother was so afraid that if
Yu’s Chinese was not good enough she and her daughter would be humiliated by
the teachers as her sister and her daughter were, that she used the homeland
school’s textbooks to teach Yu and hoped that she would be no worse than her
classmates when they went back home. Third, as outsiders to American culture,
even if the parents liked some of the school’s practices, the schools did not give
them sufficient information about its practices in a foreign-parent friendly way.
Therefore, the discontinuity was caused by the parents’ choice to maintain the
Chinese way of literacy learning at home, by the parents’ perspective that they had
to prepare their children to go back to the homeland school, or by the lack of
cultural knowledge and sufficient help from the American schools even if they
wanted to learn its practices. Subsequently, this splitting between literacy
practices at home and at school caused great difficulties in the families’ actions to
supporting their children’s schooling, and also caused great confusion for the
children.
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c. The parents’ concerns about the children’s cultural identity
The findings on the children’s development of identity within the second
language culture confirmed the research findings of Gee (1990) and Wong
Fillmore (1991) which were reviewed in Chapter Two. The children’s
development of English language skills in the school context resulted in their
development of identity within the American culture, such as their preference for
independence over dependence, play over work, English over Chinese. These
values contradicted the home culture and caused the parents concern.
When parents found that the schools used play as a learning medium, they
were amazed and also worried. They were amazed by the playful and relaxed
learning environment of the classroom, and happy when they saw their children
were happy in the school. But they worried at the same time that their children
played too much and worked too little. They were afraid that the children would
not be able to form a hard-working attitude on learning, which they believed was
vital for school success. The children’s preference for English over Chinese
worried the parents, too. They wanted their children to learn English, but not at a
cost of losing the native language. They wanted their children to be good at both
languages.
Parents were frightened when children’s behavior showed signs of
Americanization. They were afraid their children became independent and would
not listen to them. They were afraid their children would not be subordinate to the
family and would consider their individual needs before their family roles. The
danger of losing control of the children and damaging the harmony of the family
frightened them. Losing control of children was seen as a weakness of the family.
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and others might look down at them and cause the family to lose face in the
Chinese community.

d. Literacy used as a tool by the parents for negotiating across cultural
groups
Faced with the issues discussed above, parents used home literacy practices
to make accommodations and negotiations across the Chinese and American
cultures in literacy learning, and to help their children build up identity within the
home culture.

i. Using literacy practices to empower the children in schooling
Following the Chinese cultural tradition, the parents thought that the children’s
schooling was an important matter in the families’ lives. Helping children to be
successful in school was the center of home literacy. Since language was the most
important teaching and learning tool used in the schools, parents focused home
literacy practices on language learning to empower their children for school
success. Even when some of the families did not agree with some of the school’s
practices, they still wanted their children to do well in that school.
This finding was similar with the findings in Willett’s (1992) study. In
Willett’s study, although the parents liked the American school their children
attended, since the school could not meet their real needs, some of the parents
arranged home literacy activities to support their children’s literacy learning.
Some of the parents did not view their children’s American schooling as being
enough for their children’s future, and some even worried that the school might
have negative consequences for their children in the long run. One of the parents
in Willett’s said that the school was free and easy, and did not give the children
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enough homework to do. The school could not help with the native language
learning, which was more important than English for the families. Some of the
families thought that the school could not help their children to form the kinds of
competitive work habits they would need to succeed in school back home.

ii. Socializing children into home language use and cultural values
related to literacy learning The literacy activities found in these families were
cultural practices and served as opportunities for the transmission of cultural
values. The Chinese traditional values were transmitted through literacy learning.
Through the home literacy practices, children received cultural messages of putting
high priority on learning in family life. The traditional attitude towards knowledge
and teachers — people who are masters of knowledge — were held by the parents
and transmitted through literacy learning to the children. They were disciplined
explicitly by their parents to behave in a certain way. In this process they learned
obedience was the role of children in the family. Through home learning
activities, children developed concepts of values in learning. The Chinese
tradition emphasized hardworking. The Chinese people believed it was the only
way to succeed in life.

The parents taught children about the value of this notion

through literacy learning and expected them to work hard on learning. The
children also learned the meanings of success in education, which included
working hard on becoming a knowledgeable and useful person in society. By
doing so, they would bring honor to the family. These culturally shaped concepts
would help the children create a mentality which then governed their behaviors in
literacy learning.
Family literacy practices also helped socialize children into cultural values
related to literacy learning. Through these home literacy practices, children
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received cultural messages on the value of hard-working attitude in learning and
the importance of developing basic skills. Parents thought that a hard-working
attitude and basic skills were essential school success. They wanted their children
to work hard in developing basic literacy skills firmly and fully. Since the schools
seemed to emphasize different things, parents thought that they had to use home
literacy practices to help their children in developing the desired characters and
skills. They had to prepare their children for the high degree of competition and
rigid teaching styles, heavy workload and stressful situation in the Chinese
schools. These findings on the parents’ concerns about the schools’ inability to
help their children develop a hard-working attitude are the same as those in
Willett’s (1992) study in the United States and Dyson’s (1996) study in Canada.

iii. Incorporating the American methods of literacy learning into the
Chinese tradition As reported in Chapter Four, the methods of teaching and
learning from the American culture were used in the home literacy practices of the
families in addition to traditional methods. They used the new methods learned
from the host culture to serve their own agendas in literacy learning, as well as to
honor new cultural values learned from American society.
The families tried to find new ways to serve their own agendas, since the
old ways were not working well or not enough in the new social and cultural
environment. Therefore, learning from the host culture was necessary. For
example, the Chinese parents learned to read children books with their children
from their American friends. They used children’s books as materials for literacy
learning, especially for English learning, because they did not have the knowledge
to help their children learn English. The books were utilized to provide models ol
English for the children.
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Parents learned from the school to promote creativity at home. They loved
the American school’s focus on the development of the children’s creativity. They
appreciated the fact that the teachers treated the children as individuals and
encouraged and set up conditions to help them develop creativity. These practices
originated from the western philosophy which emphasizes individual development.
Parents recognized the importance of these practices to the future development of
their children. They tried to encourage the children to develop creativity in home
learning; for example, Mumu’s mother encouraged her to write stories. This
served as a process for the children to learn the western value system as well.
Mumu’s story writing was also one example of how parents tried to use childcentered methods in literacy learning and let the children choose what they wanted
to do. Parents used these methods to achieve the traditional goal of developing
basic literacy skills.
Learning from the host culture was not simply an imitation. The families
tried to incorporate the new practices into the home culture. They recognized and
appreciated the values of the practices in the host culture selectively and tried to
incorporate them into their own cultural value system. For example, several
families expressed their appreciation of the school’s emphasis on the children’s
creativity and the teachers’ methods of giving the children their own choice in
learning to promote motivation. But not many parents thought promoting oral
language was something they wanted to do at home, because they thought that
creativity and motivation were important factors in learning but oral language was
not as relevant.
Some of the families imitated their American friends’ literacy practices.
But the actual practices were very different from those of their American friends,
because their notion of literacy learning was very different, as well as their social
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interaction with their children. Some of the new practices the families used might
look similar on the surface to practices in the host culture, such as book reading
with their children at home. It was possible and easier for the families to learn
these practices from the host culture on the surface level, but very difficult for
them to understand the practice and meaning at the same level or for the same
purpose as their American counterparts. They used the same format as the host
culture to read storybooks with their children, but to achieve traditional goals, such
as supporting children’s schooling and learning basic skills. Storybook reading
was not intended for generating interactions between the parents and children as in
the middle class American families, but to develop basic reading and writing skills.
Bloome (1992) also found in his study that the Midway neighborhood Chinese
families followed the school’s suggestion to read books, but the format and
interpersonal interactions were entirely different from those of American middle
class families.

e. Literacy used as a tool for cultural accommodation by the children to
establish, maintain and change social relations
There are very few studies on the lives of international students’ children to
find out the impacts of cross-cultural literacy practices on their lives and their ways
of dealing with this situation. The findings of this study showed that children
learned and used language and literacy in both Chinese and English to establish,
maintain and change social relations. They used language and literacy to find a
place of their own in-between two cultures, but even so, they were still always
caught in-between. According to the findings of this study, the main factors which
made the children’s lives stressful were the double workload of literacy learning.
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the double cultural identities and the discontinuity between home and school in the
contents and the learning styles of literacy practices.
Many of the children in this study had a double workload of language and
literacy learning at school and at home and received different cultural values from
each place, as reported in Chapter Four. They learned to live in both cultures
through these experiences and, as a result, developed double cultural identities.
Language and literacy were the major tools the children used to construct identities
within both home and American cultures. They used language and literacy as tools
to make cultural accommodations. The school was the place for the children to
identify with the American culture. The children used English language to find
their places in the American culture. They used English to construct their status as
learners at school. They learned to read and write in English, to develop their
identity as readers and writers of English. They used language and literacy to
build relationships with English speaking teachers and children in school, to help
themselves feel like members of the classroom community. They used English to
communicate with their friends after school, children of Chinese origin and other
cultural backgrounds alike, to form peer relationships outside the school.
The children used Chinese language at home and in the Chinese
community. They used literacy to find their places in their homes. They worked
hard in home Chinese lessons. They listened to their parents and did work-related
literacy activities at play time to please their parents. By doing so, the children
fulfilled their family roles as hard-working and obedient children, which
constructed and maintained their Chinese identity.
When the children developed a double cultural identity, they developed
cultural flexibility and became stronger survivors. But at the same time they
suffered a great deal from it. In their lives between two cultures, the children
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experienced contradictions in cultural values related to literacy learning between
school and home. The double workload was too heavy for the children to carry.
The double cultural identity caused confusion and guilty feelings. The different
literacy values and practices caused discontinuity in the contents and styles of
language and literacy learning in the school and at home. Table 5.2 is a chart
summarizing the different literacy practices the children had to switch back and
forth.
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Table 5.2 Different literacy practices in the school and at home

Issues

In the School

At Home

Roles

Be a learner and a member
of the school, class and
peers

Be a learner and a member of
the family

Responsibilities

Be an independent learner,
participating and interacting

Listening and obedient

Study material

Storybooks and real objects
Very interesting

Textbooks and workbooks
Some of them were very
interesting, such as poetry

Study methods

Hands-on and play,
interesting and fun

Character copying and
memorization
boring, no fun

Work load

Reasonable

Very heavy in some families

Language and
literacy learning

English-very hard to learn
but once you learned to use
it, it is very useful in the
school, and at home when
playing with friends

Chinese-very hard to learn to
read and write
Almost no use outside of home

Books

English books: very
beautiful, interesting, and
plenty

- English books: very beautiful,
interesting, and easier to read
than Chinese books
- Chinese books: beautiful, very
interesting but hard to read
There were not many books
available

Overall, the children tried hard to fit in with the school life and be a good
child at home; had too much work; were confused; did not understand why they
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needed to learn Chinese in reading and writing, found it hard to please both
teachers and parents; felt guilty if they disliked learning and using Chinese.

f. Tensions in literacy practices
Previous research findings (Solsken, 1993; Willett and Bloome, 1992)
showed that literacy learning sometimes resulted in tensions and alienation
between the parents and children. This study validated and extended their findings
by pointing out that there were multigenerational tensions in literacy learning
inside the families and tensions between the family and the school.

i. Tensions inside the family The findings of this study showed that
tensions existed not only between the parents and children during literacy learning,
as Solsken (1993), Willett and Bloome (1992) found in their studies, but also
between parents and grandparents as well, since there were multiple generations
living together in some of the families. The findings of this study also showed that
the reasons for these tensions to build up were very complex.
According to the findings reported in Chapter Four, most of the parents and
grandparents thought that it was important to offer children home learning
activities as one of the ways of maintaining the cultural tradition, but they had
different opinions on practices. For example, they disagreed on how early literacy
learning should begin, what needed to be taught and how, what kind of
disciplinary methods needed to be used, etc. These differences reflected
generation gaps among adults in the families.
The Scollons (1996) suggested that a generation gap is a form of
inter-cultural communication. According to them, having been born into
American culture at a particular time and in a particular place is taken as giving
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one membership in a particular way of using language for communication. They
perceive one such gap to have opened up between people born before and after
World War II. The findings of the generation gaps on literacy learning in this
study identified the same cultural phenomenon in the Chinese culture and society.
Most of the grandparents were born before and their children after World War II.
Another gap found in this study was between parents in their early thirties and
parents in their forties. These gaps involved opinions of the contents and methods
of literacy practices, not on whether or not to have these practices.
Tensions also existed between the parents and children. As discussed in
Chapter Two, children raised in Chinese culture generally are obedient. They are
subordinate to their parents and are not expected to make choices by themselves on
important issues. When the children in this study were tightly controlled by their
parents and had to behave in certain ways, such as working long hours on literacy
learning after school, tensions arose between parents and children in the families.
Parents such as Peter’s mother found that tensions started to build up when they
sent children to the American schools and led to power struggles. Parents were
used to having unquestionable power over what their children needed to do, but
met challenges when they came to stay in this country. This is a struggle involving
ideologies of raising children as independent individuals or as subordinate
members of the family.
These two generations had different rates of acculturation to the American
culture, since they spent their early days of life in different societies. Many
research findings have shown that people begin to form their identities within the
cultural groups they are born into from their earliest days of life, and these early
life experiences remain the strongest influence toward the maintenance of our
sense of membership in these groups. When the families came to this country.
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their children grew or were born here, received American education and developed
identity with the American culture. At the same time, their parents were still
grounded in their roots in the Chinese culture, although they were learning from
the host culture, too. The rates and degrees of acculturation of these two
generations regarding literacy learning were very different. The children got used
to the school style of literacy practices. They were given choices in classroom
activities, and were making their own decisions constantly. What their parents
offered to the children in home learning was a practice of literacy in the Chinese
tradition, in which the teacher was in control and functioned as the center of
learning. This discontinuity of literacy values and practices was one of the reasons
caused the children’s low motivation in home learning.
The tensions between parents and children also resulted from the unusual
social situation the family faced. Since literacy and schooling were so valued in
the home culture, helping the children be successful in both the American schools
and in the schools back home was a serious task for the families. In order to be
successful in both schools, many of the children were assigned a double
workload by their parents, and this put children in a very stressful situation.
Therefore, they had reasons to complain as Peter did.
Access was another factor causing different rates of acculturation. As
discussed in Chapter Two, access to the target language community brings more
input which leads to effective language learning, and learning a second language is
a process of acquiring a new cultural identity or adapting to a new culture (Brown,
1980a; Ellis, 1989; Gee, 1990 ). Many of the grandparents had no or very limited
English skills. Some of them visited the families for only a limited time. They
stayed at home to take care of children or do other housework and had less access
to the host culture. Parents who were graduate students or who worked outside ot
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the home had better English skills and more opportunities to observe the host
culture. Children spent more time with their teachers and peers in and outside of
school than with their parents. Since the school’s mission is cultural transmission,
therefore, the children received stronger influences from the host culture than did
the adults in the families. Evidently, the three generations in the families moved at
different paces in the acculturation process, and since literacy was defined and
practiced differently in the home and host cultures, different generations had
different opinions about the practices of literacy learning.
Since going back to the homeland was the concern of most of the families,
most of the older generations—parents and grandparents—tried to make adaptations
for surviving, but not to become permanent members of the society. As Gee
(1990) suggested, when second language learners choose their roles as outsiders in
the target language community, socialization into the mainstream of the society is
not their goal. This is a major difference between the families in this study and
other Chinese immigrants. The immigrants need to put down roots in this country;
therefore, most of them work hard on socializing into the mainstream and prefer
English over Chinese (Gutherie, 1985; Kingston, 1977; Quan, 1982; Tan, 1989).
But the children’s agenda was different. The American schools were
transmitting the American way of life to the children. They wanted to be the same
as their peers. This was the reason for the children to hate Chinese lessons, to
choose to speak English and to read English books, and to feel guilty about all the
above. This situation created another kind of tension inside the families and was
the reason for the parents to worry about their children’s cultural identity.
Besides generation and accessibility, the individual’s own choice was
another factor related to different paces in the acculturation process. According to
the findings, some individuals preferred to stay as close to the Chinese tradition as
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possible in literacy practices, while others learned as much as possible from the
host culture, and the rest of them were in between. The differences across the
families in accommodation were evidence of individual preferences. There were
many reasons for the individual differences: the length of the time for staying in
this country, future family plans, educational backgrounds, personal experiences
with learning, and the willingness to change.
The international graduate student families in Willett’s (Bloome and
Willett, 1992) study were in a similar situation to the families in this study. They
were tutoring their children at home about the home culture and language and
preparing them to succeed in the schools back home. The children had no
motivation to learn the written native language which was of no immediate use.
The different views about learning the native language resulted in tensions
between the parents and children. The present study expanded on this topic by
finding that tensions existed not only between the parents and children, but also
between parents and grandparents, grandparents and grandchildren, since multi¬
generations lived in some of the Chinese families, making this issue more
complicated and multi-dimensional.

ii. Tensions between school and home Tensions existed between school
and home, over the contents and styles of learning and how to assess children’s
learning. These tensions resulted from different cultural values, as well as from
difficulties in cross cultural communication and understanding.
The tensions between the parents and the schools were the results of
different cultural values which determined educational philosophy and practices.
Some of the schools’ practices either posed a puzzle to the parents or contradicted
the parents’ beliefs in education and learning, such as the value they placed on the
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development of basic literacy skills. Parents thought that their children’s school
lives were too easy. The teachers’ expectations were not high enough: the children
had a playful time in school, nothing or very light homework after school, and
positive assessments by the teachers. The parents felt that the children were
spoiled in school. They worried that the children had not learned enough,
especially that they had not developed the skills and working habits they would
need in the schools back home.
The international graduate students in Bloome and Willett’s (1992) study
had the same feelings and worries about their children’s schooling. They thought
that the experiences in the American school would make it hard for the children to
fit in with the schools in homeland.
Tensions between schools and families resulted from inefficient crosscultural communication and understanding. The school’s normal channels for
communicating with the parents were far from enough for families who came from
other sociocultural backgrounds. Without sufficient knowledge about the
American culture and school, the parents were unable to support their children’s
schooling effectively and to contribute with their children’s school life. Shen’s
mother’s frustration in understanding her son’s school learning was an example.

g. Continuity and change of cultural traditions in literacy learning
Bloome (1987) suggests that when studying cultural phenomena, there is
always the question of how cultural conditions change and yet remain the same
over time, place, and situation. Some things change and some things remain the
same. The findings of this study were consistent with his suggestions. The
Chinese cultural tradition in literacy learning changed yet remained the same in the
Chinese families of this study over time, place and situations. According to the
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findings of this study, the cultural ideology about literacy remained the same over
time: both older and younger generations of adults in the families valued literacy
and put the children’s literacy learning at the top of family priorities. The cultural
value regarding literacy remained the same over different places: no matter
whether the families lived in the homeland or in a foreign country. Even faced
with different literacy learning conditions in the American schools, they still
wanted their children to do well in school. A person’s ideology is a microcosm of
the cultural tradition in a society in a particular historical time (Bloome, 1987). In
modem times, the Chinese society has changed in many ways, but the ideology of
the value of education is still the same (Carrasquillo and London, 1993; Chang,
1987; Dyson, 1996; Rao, 1996; Woo, 1993).
But there were changes in the cultural tradition as well. Goodenough
(1981) states that when social contexts involve people with other cultural
traditions, there will be opportunities for people to learn new things and to
incorporate them into the local tradition, producing a unique combination of traits
in the original tradition. When the families stayed in this society, what was
regarded as useful literacy and effective ways practicing it changed. The families
wanted their children to be successful in both the American schools and the
schools in the homeland. They learned new things about the contents and practices
of literacy learning from the American culture and incorporated them into their
home literacy practices. This produced a unique combination of traits in the
Chinese tradition. In this new set of literacy practices, not only the classic
materials and the school’s textbooks were used but children’s literature became
important learning materials, not only obedience and written language were valued
but creativity and oral language became issues to consider.
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h. Summary
Research question three addressed the families’ experiences of the
children’s literacy learning in American society. By showing how the families
used home literacy to maintain the Chinese literacy tradition and to incorporate
American literacy practices into the home literacy tradition, the findings of this
study are consistent with the theoretical suggestions that: language and literacy are
seen as situated in a social and cultural context and that different cultures and
communities define and practice literacy differently; literacy can be used as a tool
to negotiate between cultural groups and for people to establish, maintain and
change social relationships; and cultural conditions change and yet remain the
same over time, place, and situation.
The tensions during the literacy practices inside and outside the families
were high. The tensions inside the families were the result of generation gaps,
different rates of acculturation of different generations to the host culture. The
tensions between the families and the schools were the result of different values
and practices regarding literacy and difficulties in cross-cultural communication.

5. Summary
This study focused on a specific international population in the United
States--a group of families who came from Mainland China or Taiwan to stay in
this country for a period of time and on a specific topic—home literacy practices.
These families needed to adapt to American culture and learn the English
language, like linguistic minorities in this country. They also needed to consider
how to return home after finishing their studies. Helping their children fit in to a
different school system in this country was an important issue for the families.
Understanding the families’ needs regarding their children’s education and helping
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the families cope with this situation are important issues for policy makers and
educators in both the homeland and this country. Very little research has been
done with this population. This study makes a significant contribution to the
research on this issue.
According to the findings, the families’ lives were rich with
literacy-mediated activities in the families, and the dominance of school-centered
literacy practiced in the families was a highly distinctive characteristic of the
families’ home literacy practices. This is very different from the research findings
on other cultural groups’ family literacy practices.
Another finding of the study showed that the families’ motivation regarding
children’s education was wider than indicated by the findings from previous
studies about Asians. The purpose of literacy practices was not only for economic
success. It was for both practical and for symbolic goals, such as ethical
development and the fulfillment of intellectual curiosities.
The finding that the parents’ beliefs and literacy practices derived from the
Chinese tradition in a particular historical period of time and reflected the larger
society were consistent with the assumptions about literacy from a sociocultural
perspective. In this view, literacy is seen as situated in a social and cultural
situation and the function of literacy is always considered in relation to
sociocultural groups. In this study, the families’ literacy activities were
considered to be social and cultural practices which served as a cultural
transmission process for their children. The findings showed how children were
socialized into the community’s ways of using language to serve social purposes,
and how the families used literacy learning to establish and maintain social
relations and cultural behaviors.
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The findings of the study also showed that when the families experienced
their children’s schooling in the American society, they found that literacy was
defined and practiced differently. Along with the acquisition of the English
language, their children developed identity within the host culture. The children
also needed to be prepared to meet the families’ agenda of going back home.
Home literacy learning was used by the families as a solution to these issues. They
helped their children learn how to read and write in the native language. They
helped their children to be better users of the school language. They helped their
children to form a hard-working attitude and valued the learning of basic literacy
skills. Their actions confirmed suggestions by researchers that literacy can be a
tool for negotiating between cultural groups and a tool for people to establish,
maintain and change social relations and cultural behaviors.
The findings showed that at the same time, the families experienced
tensions from both inside and outside. The tensions inside the families resulted
from different views of literacy practices by different generations and individuals,
from different agendas among family members, and from different degrees of
cultural accommodation. The tensions between the school and home were caused
by different values and practices and difficulties in cross-cultural communication.
In this process, the Chinese cultural tradition of literacy learning practiced
in these families changed but also remained the same. According to the findings,
the cultural values regarding literacy remained the same, but the practices changed.
The families incorporated different ways of literacy learning from the host culture
into the home tradition. This produced a unique combination of traits in the home
culture, enriching the tradition.
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D. Implications
The findings of an ethnographic study are context-dependent and have a
specific quality. Generalizations drawn from such a study may not be appropriate
when applied to other situations. But the cultural and historical meanings of the
home literacy practices of the Chinese families in this study may still be useful to
parents, educators, and others who work with Chinese children or whose work is
related to Chinese families or visiting international families. This study identified
several factors which may be important to educators as well as to families.

1. The differences between immigrants and people whose stay is temporary
People who stay in this country only temporarily like the families in this
study are different from permanent immigrants, especially where their children’s
education is concerned. They tend to be reserved and cautious when making
accommodations to the American culture. Some of them may not want to make
more than minimum adjustments to the host culture, since their initial plan is for
only a temporary stay. When the school systems in the American society and that
of the homeland are distinctively different, the parents not only need to help their
children succeed while attending the American school, but also need to prepare
them to return to the schools in the homeland. It takes extra effort to help their
children maintain the home culture and language when they are away from the
home cultural environment.
The presence of international students and academic partnerships among
nations is an important global phenomenon. It creates a collaborative atmosphere
which increases understanding and peaceful feelings among people. The
opportunity to study abroad also gives people more personal choices in fulfilling
their personal academic interests and in professional development. Therefore, it is
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important to support the international population in academic fields. This study
provides insights for schools and educational policy-making institutions in both
homelands and host countries. They have to be aware of the needs of this special
population, and find ways to give them adequate help.

2. Useful wavs of helping Chinese families with their children’s education
The findings of this study showed that school literacy was the focus of
home literacy for the Chinese families, and they experienced difficulties with
school literacy practices in the U.S. This implies that schools and teachers need to
give them sufficient help in these practices. Following are suggestions for
providing help to academic Chinese families in their children’s education.
Establishing effective school-home communication is an essential way to
help the Chinese families use literacy practices to support children’s schooling.
The American school need to include the families in their children’s education.
The first thing they need to do is to provide various methods of communication
with the parents about the school’s practices, to generate parents’ understanding of
the school. In helping with the children’s current schooling, the schools could
provide detailed information sessions or workshops to help the parents of new
students understand the school’s educational practices. This need to be done in a
foreign-family friendly way. Otherwise, even though help is available, the families
may not be able to use it. These sessions could include exploring similarities and
differences in the educational practices of both cultures. Probably the parents will
find that the goals of education in both cultures are similar, creating a common
ground for cross-cultural understanding. This could provide a basis for examining
differences in educational policies and practices. Classroom visits and
observations could help the parents understand their children’s school lives.
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Inviting families who have arrived earlier to share their experiences and give
suggestions for making accommodations could give the newcomers very practical
help. The families also could be paired with American families who have schoolaged children. Close relationships would help the families learn each other’s
culture and educational ideology. Newcomer parents need to do their share of the
communication work, too. They need to take a global view and be open-minded,
offering their own cultural heritage to their children’s classes, finding times to
attend school events, talking with and asking questions of the teachers.
Schools where there are significant numbers of international students could
encourage regular classroom teachers to attend college courses or inservice
workshops about cross-cultural communication and ESL teaching to increase their
understanding of people from other cultures and to learn practical teaching
strategies. The colleges the parents are attending could help them, too. They
could organize native language learning sessions for the children. This would
provide children language lessons from teaching professionals. It would also
release the parents from the responsibility for language instructions, lowering the
workload and stress level for them. The colleges could also help parents form
support groups to learn from each other or from families who have more
experience in making accommodations. The home country also has
responsibilities in helping these families be able to return home, such as providing
learning materials or means of effective native language teaching to the families,
and providing transitional programs to help children return to the schools in the
homeland.
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3. Literacy practices as an involuntary expression of cultural ideology that
can be used as a conscious choice for achieving culturally meaningful social
goals
According to the Scollons (1995), people’s ways of using language are not
created by conscious choice, but are involuntary acts formed from their very early
years of life in their own linguistic and cultural community. The findings of this
study are consistent with their suggestion in that the ways of using language in
literacy practices were reflections of the ways of life people learned in the early
years of their lives.
Opportunities for people to express cultural ideologies and cultural identity
are an important part of life, especially when they live in a society in which the
language and culture are different. When people live in a different cultural
environment, the different value system of the host culture might turn their life into
a turmoil. Opportunities for expressing their cultural ideology provide a way for
people to assure themselves that their lives are normal. This allows them to feel
that they still can be in some control of their lives and that there are values in their
own culture. Opportunities for the expression of cultural identity are also an
important way for people to assure themselves that their lives are meaningful. The
Chinese families put a high priority on their children’s education, and helping with
their schooling is an example of the expressions of cultural ideology and identity.
These acts are culturally determined family duties. The parents believe that such
activities are ways to fulfill their responsibilities of dutiful parents. The success of
their children’s education and schooling shows the strength of the family, and
failure is seen as the failure of the family in the Chinese community.
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The findings also showed that home literacy practices could be a conscious
choice for people to construct cultural identities and achieving culturally
meaningful goals. To recognize home literacy practices can be used as a tool for
constructing cultural identity and making necessary accommodations is important
for international families who need to stay in a foreign place for a period of time.
The families can arrange home literacy activities aimed at associating children into
home culture and helping them to achieve in the school system of the host society.
It is very important for educators to understand the meanings of the ways of
using language and literacy practices in their students’ homes. This will enable
them to better understand their students who come from different cultural
backgrounds. When teachers reach these understandings of the Chinese families,
as well as families of other cultural backgrounds, they will better understand these
families’ needs and concerns about their children’s education, and will understand
the frustrations the families feel when facing a different school system. Since
literacy is defined and practiced differently in American schools, the expectations
of children and parents are different, too. Helping them in cross-cultural
understanding of educational practices and recognizing and helping them use their
strengths to support their children’s schooling are important missions of the
schools.

E. Recommendations for further research
The findings of the study have limitations because of its research method.
The study was conducted in one Chinese community with a limited number of
participants. The findings of this study also were limited by the social status of its
participants. Most of the parents in this study were well educated in the Chinese
society. They need to be considered as a part of the mainstream in the Chinese
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society. The findings from this study might not be representative of all Chinese
which include people from different ethnic groups, educational backgrounds,
socioeconomic classes and geographic regions. Following are suggestions for
further research to expand and enrich the findings of this study.

1. Further research on Chinese families’ needs in children’s education during
temporary stays in foreign countries
Chinese students who temporarily stay outside of the homeland need to be
further studied. Since this study focused on only one Chinese community and a
modest number of Chinese families, it is not representative of all Chinese families
who are staying outside of the homeland temporarily. The regional differences
among families coming from Mainland China and Taiwan, and from different
regions of each place may require different considerations by their respective
educational policy makers. Other questions to be investigated further includes the
following: What are the influences of the mother’s and the father’s educational
backgrounds on home literacy practices? What are the families’ needs in home
literacy practices? What are the possible ways to meet their needs? How can they
be helped to switch back and forth between home and host cultures and survive?

2. Further research about the educational needs of temporary international students
Further studies are needed in the host countries which will help educators to
have a deeper understanding of their temporary foreign students. The study of
these families’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds, their goals and needs in
achieving these goals, could help educators develop appropriate ways to give them
necessary help.
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3. Further research about family literacy in the Chinese homeland
Further study on family literacy in the homeland is needed. What are the
literacy practices in families from different social classes and different regions?
What are the purposes and meanings of those practices to the families? What are
the family members’ roles in those practices? What are the differences in the
ideology or practices in different historical periods of time? What are the
interaction patterns between siblings and the functions of siblings in home literacy
practice? What is the influence of the “Only child family,” a result of the “One
child policy” in Mainland China, on family literacy? Since not much research has
been done yet, it is very important to conduct studies on these issues for educators
as well as parents to understand this phenomenon.

4. Research about change in the cultural tradition related to literacy learning and
generation gaps on this issue
Along with the modernization of the society, what are the changes in the
cultural tradition related to literacy learning? What are the changes in social
relations inside the family? What are the generation gaps and how does the
existence of generation gaps influence home literacy practices? What has still
remained the same despite the changes?

5. Research about the differences between the home literacy practices of American
Chinese and Chinese families
Some studies have been done in the United States of family literacy with
American Chinese, but far from enough to have comprehensive findings. More
research needs to be done with different Chinese American groups: groups of
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different origins from the homeland, which usually indicate differences in dialects,
educational levels, and socioeconomic status; groups with different styles and
patterns of community resources. Based on such research, the differences between
American Chinese and Chinese families’ literacy practices could be compared and
understood.

F. Summary
This ethnographic study focused on a group of Chinese families with
school-aged children and their home literacy practices. These families lived in a
Chinese community inside a larger academic community in the United States.
Most of the parents in these families were graduate students or visiting scholars.
As a part of the international population affiliated with academic communities,
these families lived temporarily in this country and prepared to return home after
finishing their studies or research.
Literature on sociocultural perspectives on literacy guided the study’s
focus on how language and literacy is situated in a sociocultural situation. The
findings of the study showed that the families’ literacy practices were reflections
of cultural traditions and cultural ideologies. The study provided a detailed record
and analysis of how these Chinese families used home literacy practices to help
their children establish and maintain Chinese cultural identity, to accommodate to
the American society, and to prepare for returning to homeland.
The findings of this study showed that parents had been socialized into the
practice of using home literacy for achieving social goals since the early years of
their lives at home, in school, and in Chinese society at large during specific
historical periods of time. Previous studies emphasized the American Chinese’s
economic motivation for education. The findings of this study showed that besides
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economic motivation, there were other reasons for the visiting families to
emphasize literacy and education. They believed that literacy learning was
important in helping children develop ethics, recognize their social roles, and
become useful and productive persons in society.
Literacy practices in these families not only helped the children in learning
to read and write, they also helped the children develop identities within Chinese
culture by helping them construct and maintain traditional social relations in the
family and transmitting traditional values in literacy learning, including the focus
on school literacy. Previous studies about the American Chinese family suggested
that the parents supplemented their children’s schooling and paid high prices to
provide their children the best education possible. This study further documented
this cultural behavior. From the comparison of different studies, I found that
Chinese people of different social classes, different times and places may use
different approaches to literacy practices, but they all place a high value on literacy
learning and schooling.
When the families came to the United States, they used literacy learning at
home to accomplish the double task of supporting children’s school achievement
in both the American schools and their future schools back home. The families
had never faced this kind of situation before. The traditional ways of literacy
learning were not enough to accomplish this task, especially for learning English
and for meeting the American schools’ expectations. In order to do so, they
learned and incorporated new methods from the American culture into their home
literacy practices. This included using literature as learning materials, using play
as a way of learning, incorporating free choice as a learning style, and encouraging
the development of creativity. This enabled the families to carry on the Chinese
tradition of literacy learning. But this also added new traits to the cultural
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tradition, incorporating American literacy practices to help achieve traditional
goals in literacy learning.
Tensions developed during these processes inside and outside the families.
There were different opinions on literacy learning from different generations
within the families. These generation gaps reflected the changing of the cultural
tradition along with the modernization of Chinese society. This generation gap
also can be seen as a result of different paces in Americanization among different
generations in the family. Tensions also developed between school and home.
These were the result of different values and practices regarding literacy learning.
The parents experienced great difficulties in understanding or disagreeing with the
school’s practices. Communicating with the school was difficult for them, too.
The findings of this study provide insights about the cultural meanings and
social functions of the families’ home literacy practices. Teachers and educators
could benefit from understanding the strengths, weaknesses and needs of
international families. This study provides information and perspectives that could
inform the development and implementation of policies and practices to make the
experience of international exchange more successful for all involved.
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APPENDIX
WRITTEN CONSENT FORM
Dear Family:
My name is Min-hua Chen, and I am a graduate student at the University of
Massachusetts Amherst. The subject of my doctoral research is family literacy in
a Chinese community in the United States. I am studying how and why Chinese
families conduct literacy activities with their children at home while they live in
the United States. The purpose of this study is for academic use only.
For collecting the data in this study, interviews will be used. If you would like to
participate in the study, I will come to visit you. I would like to do three
interviews with you about your home literacy practices. There are specific
questions I would like to ask you in the interviews. The questions are:
1. What are your concerns about your child(ren)’s literacy acquisition when your
child(ren) is (are) being educated in a foreign language and culture context?
Why? What do you do to help your child(ren) at home in such a situation?
2. Do you feel any tensions and difficulties in doing so?
3. Had your own experience in education any influence on your concerns and
practices in helping your child(ren)’s literacy acquisition?
Besides the interviews, I would like to observe the literacy activities at your home,
and examine the study materials as well.
The goal of this study is to find out what are the strengths as well as the needs of
the families in their child(ren)’s literacy acquisition. The results of this study will
help educators and teachers to get a better understanding of Chinese children and
their families. It can give helps to parents as well for sharing knowledge and
experience in helping children’s literacy acquisition at home.
The interviews I am doing with you will be audio taped and later transcribed by
me; some samples of your child(ren)’s study materials will be copied or
photographed. Yours and your child(ren)’s real name will not be used in reports
of this study. Any information obtained in connection with this study that can be
identified with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your
permission. However, due to the nature of the study, your complete anonymity
can not be guaranteed. If you decide to participate, your participation in the study
will be deeply appreciated. You are completely free to withdraw consent and
discontinue participation at any time. Also you are informed that there are no
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financial benefits in participating in this study. As the results of this study are
completed, I will write a summary which will be available to you upon request.

Thank you very much.
Sincerely,
Min-hua Chen

If you decide to participate, please sign your name:
Signature _
Date_

END NOTES
Chapter II
1. Confucianism. The ethical teaching formulated by Chinese philosopher and
teacher Confucius (5517-479? B. C.). It emphasized the devotion to parents,
family, friends, ancestor worship, and the maintenance of justice and peace, which
influenced Chinese society and other Asian countries from ancient time until
today.
2. The Confucian Analects is one of the four Confucian classical books. The rest
of the three books are: Great Learning, Doctrine of the Mean, and Mencius.
3. Three-Character Classic: A primer for learning both classical Chinese writing
and Chinese ethical philosophy in Confucian education since Southern Song
Dynasty (1127-1297 AD) in China, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam

Chapter IV
1 West Journey: A classic novel written by Wu, Cheng-en (1510-1582 AD ?) in
Ming Dynasty, based on folk tales about a Monkey King who helped Tang Seng to
go to India and retrive the Buddhist scripts.
2 This poem was written by a poet named Luo, Bin-wang, when he was 7 years
old in Tang dynasty (618-907 AD).
3 This poem comes from The collection of poems ofYuefu (folk songs and
rhyme-prose from the Han Dynasty [206 BC - 220 AD] ): An ode to the long song.
4 Lantern Riddle: A popular game in Chinese New Year’s Eve party. Prizes are
available to those who can give the right answers. The reason to call it “Lantern
Riddle” is that the riddles were written on the lanterns in ancient time. Today, the
riddles are always written on paper and are hung on the wall for people to guess.
5

This poem was written by Lee, Kun (7807-846 AD) in Tang Dynasty.

6 This poem was written by Lee, Bai (701-762 AD) in Tang Dynasty.
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